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ABSTRACT
Female Superintendents’ Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and
Their Journey to Reclaiming Their Power
by Rebecca Pianta
Purpose: The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore
the impact these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female superintendents to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors.
Methodology: This explanatory sequential mixed-methods study described the
experiences of 11 female public school superintendents in Southern California. For the
quantitative phase of the study, an online survey was designed to identify female
superintendents’ most prevalent self-sabotaging behaviors and the impact they had on
their career development. Following the quantitative phase, the qualitative phase
consisted of one-on-one interviews to gain in-depth information about the self-sabotaging
behaviors that impacted their career development and the strategies they used to
counteract them.
Findings: Examination of the quantitative and qualitative data from the 11 female
superintendents participating in this study indicated a variety of findings. Female
superintendents engaged in 9 self-sabotaging behaviors throughout their leadership
careers. External factors contributed to the development of self-sabotaging behaviors.
The self-sabotaging behaviors negatively impacted women’s career advancement efforts
and their physical and mental health. All female superintendents utilized the following
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strategies to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors: building a power web, cultivating selfintimacy, constructive preparation, acting with confidence, engaging in honest selfexpression, and inspiring other women.
Conclusions: The study showed that women engaged in self-sabotaging behaviors
throughout their leadership careers. Childhood upbringing, culture, and societal
messages contributed to women developing self-sabotaging behaviors. The study also
found that self-sabotaging behaviors adversely impact women. Women utilize a wide
range of different strategies to counteract the top self-sabotaging behaviors. Building a
power web was the most identified strategy female superintendents used to counteract
self-sabotaging behaviors.
Recommendations: Further research is recommended to identify the self-sabotaging
behaviors and their impact on female teachers, school counselors, site administrators, and
district administrators who are striving for promotions in educational leadership. It is
also recommended that research be conducted to identify the strategies female
superintendents in other states and female superintendents of women of color utilize to
counteract self-sabotaging behaviors.
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PREFACE
Four doctoral students and two faculty members with a common interest in
building the leadership capacity of females started a discussion about the opportunity to
study self-sabotaging behaviors that females experience. Through their shared interest, a
thematic study was conducted by the four doctoral students to identify and describe selfsabotaging behaviors experienced by female leaders and to explore the impact these
behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of the study was to
identify strategies employed by female leaders to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
An explanatory sequential mixed-methods study was developed utilizing a framework
adapted from Lerner’s (2012) thesis, coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles (2003),
to group female self-sabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains.
To ensure thematic consistency and reliability, the four doctoral students in
collaboration with the two faculty members developed the purpose statement, research
questions, survey instrument, interview questions, and study procedure. Each researcher
administered an online survey to female leaders to identify the self-sabotaging behaviors
they experienced and the impact they had on their career development. Following the
survey, the researchers individually interviewed their study participants to explore the
impact the self-sabotaging behaviors had on their career development and to identify the
strategies they employed to overcome them.
The term peer researchers was used throughout the dissertation to refer to the
other researchers involved in conducting this thematic study. The peer researchers
studied female leaders in the following fields: Jamie Crews, senior public sector leaders;
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Elizabeth Rivas, law enforcement leaders; Tiffani Thomas, state trial court judges; and
this researcher studied California public school superintendents.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Research suggests that women have many skills that make them effective leaders.
In fact, several studies indicate that women, more than men, possess leadership styles
associated with effective performance as leaders (Connell, Cobia & Hodge, 2015;
Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; Kaufman & Grace, 2011). Specifically, meta-analyses
showed that women tend to be more democratic or participatory in their approach
whereas men tend to be autocratic or directive (Kaufman & Grace, 2011). Leaders who
have a democratic style earn the respect of followers and are trustworthy. The
democratic leadership style empowers employees to share ideas and make a difference,
which in turn enhances the organization. Notably, women have the ideal traits to lead
change efforts.
The number of women in the workforce has increased over the last decade
because of affirmative action programs, self-fulfillment, and accessibility (VanTuyle &
Watkins, 2009). Though the number of women in the workplace has increased, the
increase is not visible in the number of women in managerial or administrative roles.
Women currently make up 46% of managers and administrators in the United States
(Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & van Engen, 2003). In Fortune 500 companies, women
constitute only 5% of top corporate officers and 1% of chief executive officers (Eagly et
al., 2003).
The U.S. Census Bureau once characterized the superintendency as the most
male-dominated executive position of any profession in the United States (Sharp,
Malone, Walter, & Supley, 2004). Women constitute nearly three quarters of the
teaching force in America, yet they hold less than 60% of elementary principal positions,
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and less than 30% of secondary principal positions (Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young,
& Ellerson, 2011). The statistics are even more daunting for women superintendents.
Only 27% of public school superintendents nationwide are women, fewer than the
number of female superintendents in 1930 (American Association of School
Administrators [AASA], The School Superintendents Association [TSSA], 2015). The
statistics are marginally better in California. Specifically, women in California account
for 31% of the state’s public-school district superintendents (Katz, 2004). While the
statistics in California are marginally better, the majority of these positions are in very
small districts (under 500 average daily attendance) or in challenging districts that are
undesirable. The absence of women superintendents in K-12 education means that
women’s influence on policy changes, decisions, and practice in the field is limited
(Sanchez & Thornton, 2010).
Building the leadership capacity of women in education will increase role
modeling, grow the pool of qualified candidates for leadership, and promote a culture of
diversity and equity. In schools, students are aware of the power relationship between
administrators and teachers. If students are accustomed to women as teachers and men as
administrators, they form a schema in their mind about gender and power. Research
indicates that increased exposure to a particular person results in less stereotyping of that
person, and people are more likely to stereotype hypothetical leaders than leaders they
know (Blount, 1998). This also translates into society at large and how gender and power
are related. Therefore, Blount (1998) stated that there needs to be a paradigm shift in
education and society in which women take on more leadership roles.
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Women earn approximately 75% of the bachelor’s and master’s degrees in
education and more than 60% of the doctorates (Finneran, 2016). With the increase in
women obtaining advanced degrees, the higher numbers of superintendent vacancies, and
the dwindling applicant pools for school superintendent positions, there is a golden
opportunity to increase the representation of female superintendents (Connell et al.,
2015). Though closing the disparity gap for females in the superintendency seems to be
in women’s favor, there are barriers that get in the way of females moving up the career
ladder. Women often experience unique and complex obstacles as they strive to the top
ranks of educational leadership (Kowalski & Stouder, 1999). These obstacles include
external barriers and self-sabotaging behaviors. Identifying the barriers that lead to the
lack of females in the superintendency is an important first step in identifying and
developing effective strategies to increase the number of superintendents who are
women.
Background
A vast majority of men in America held the majority of the teaching positions
through the early to mid-1800s while women were not allowed in the position. Women
were not considered as smart as men, so education was perceived as wasted on them
(Blount, 1998). However, people’s opinion started to change, and women were seen as
valued assets in educating children as an extension of their motherly duties. Thus, by the
early 1900s, women held 70% of all teaching positions (Blount, 1998). The number of
women in teaching positions peaked in 1920 when women held 86% of all school
positions while men held only 14% of all school positions including supervisory and
administrative jobs in the United States (Blount, 1998).
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Moreover, as the profession evolved, teaching became increasingly more
structured, and as a result, work became monitored by an expanding system of
administrative supervisors (Blount, 1998). As administrators started making decisions,
the teaching freedom and independence that educators once had began to dissipate. Male
educators felt less comfortable remaining in the classroom and either left teaching or
sought out administrative positions (Blount, 1998).
The early 20th century was the “golden age” of women in educational
administration. Suffrage activism and the women’s movement challenged previous
social norms and propelled women into school leadership positions across the nation
(Blount, 1998). Ella Flagg Young became the first woman to assume the
superintendency in 1909 (Blount, 1998). Women became hopeful that more
opportunities in leadership would open for them. By 1930, 11% of superintendents
nationwide were women, but still over a century later, not much progress has been made
in increasing the number of women superintendents (Blount, 1998).
Men, wary of women’s voting power and the formidable number of women in
leadership positions at that time, challenged the electoral status of school administration,
and as a result it evolved into an appointed position (Blount, 1998). Additionally, in the
late 1940s and early 1950s, women voluntarily left school administration to allow men
returning from war an opportunity to pursue educational administration. Consequently,
by 1970 the number of women in the superintendency dropped from 9% to an all-time
low of 3% (Blount, 1998). At the same time, the social tide turned against economically
independent and educationally privileged women. These women became regarded as a
threat to the masculinity of male students and teachers, which led to a rise in gender
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discrimination (Blount, 1998). Therefore, the government started passing federal laws in
1960 to combat gender discrimination. Despite these federal activities, barriers persisted,
and women continued to lag behind men in leadership roles.
Gender Discrimination
Numerous studies have been conducted to delineate the societal challenges
women face with obtaining leadership positions (Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; McGee,
2010; VanTuyle & Watkins, 2009; Wyland, 2016). Gender discrimination is one of the
most often cited barriers affecting women and their efforts to acquire senior-level roles
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Hopkins, 2012). Gender bias can exist at the individual
and organizational level and surface as visible or concealed actions. According to several
decades of research conducted by the AASA, nearly 82% of female superintendents
indicated school board members did not see them as strong managers, and 76% felt
school boards did not view them as capable of handling district finances (Finneran,
2016). Women are expected to be communal and subordinate while men are supposed to
be leaders (Muñoz, Pankake, Ramalho, Mills, & Simonsson, 2014). Furthermore, when
seeking leadership positions, women are often viewed as women first and administrators
second. Kaufman and Grace’s (2011) study found that more than half of the women
surveyed reported they had experienced gender bias and stereotypes. The good old boys’
networks, sexist bosses, and the unconscious biases that shape hiring and promotion are
real impediments for women. Notably, women tend to be perceived less favorably as
potential candidates for leadership roles, and when performing these roles, their behavior
is also judged less favorably (Meister, Sinclair, & Jehn, 2017).
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Males and females recognized that gender bias existed and negatively impacted
women. The bias presented itself in as the good old boys’ network and the maledominated image of leadership (Connell et al., 2015). Women felt pressure to
compensate for this disadvantage. To compensate, Connell et al. (2015) found that
females reported consciously adopting masculine leadership traits such as decisiveness,
appearing tougher, talking less, and putting relational distance between themselves and
the staff. Unfortunately for many women, adopting the masculine behaviors did not
improve things. In fact, when woman closely align their personal and professional
behaviors with those associated with the role of a leader, the societal reactions to her
behaving like a man were often negative (Muñoz et al., 2014).
Finneran’s (2016) study found that even though the women participants in the
study stated they had not experienced gender discrimination, they described personal
experiences of gender discrimination. These conflicting messages are an indication that
women may not recognize the extent to which gender discrimination may affect them. If
women are not consciously aware of these biases, they may not proactively take the steps
necessary to address the problem. For women who hope to become superintendents,
factors such as gender discrimination can damage their dreams. Connell et al. (2015)
found that females who reported gender bias experienced significant emotional distress
ranging from sleep deprivation to depression. Women were concerned about giving in to
the mindsets of those who discriminate against them.
Theoretical Framework
There are five theories presented that provide an understanding of the impact
societal barriers have had on women and gender expectations (Blount, 1998; Cognard-
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Black, 2004; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Finneran, 2016; Lerner,
2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003; Smith, Brown, Thomann, & Deemer, 2015).
Social Role Theory
The social role theory asserts that because of women’s societally perceived roles,
they are viewed as less effective as leaders (Finneran, 2016). Thus, women must work
harder than men to be deemed effective. Several studies in education have confirmed the
existence of gender stereotypes, and several have referenced social role theory (Blount,
1998; Cognard-Black, 2004; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006).
Expectancy-Value Theory
People who are stereotyped tend to underperform at work, have low self-esteem,
increased anxiety and a low expectation for success. Expectancy-value theory is a
multiplicative function used to predict performance and motivation, and it is assumed that
expectancy and value are positively related to each other (Smith et al., 2015). According
to the expectancy-value theory when people believe they will do well, and feel valued in
their career field, they will select, persist and do well in the field. Thus, expectancyvalue theory predicts if stereotype threat is associated with a decline in expectancies for
success (operationalized as confidence and anxiety), women’s motivation and
identification with leadership roles would similarly suffer (Smith et al., 2015).
Role Congruity Theory
Role congruity theory is based on the social role theory’s treatment of gender
roles and their importance in promoting sex differences in behavior (Eagly & Karau,
2002). However, role congruity theory reaches beyond social role theory to take into
account the congruity between gender roles and other roles, specifically leadership roles,
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and key factors and processes that have an impact on congruity perceptions and their
consequences for prejudice and prejudicial behaviors (Eagly & Karau, 2002). When
someone believes that another person is acting incongruent to their societal roles, it
causes uncomfortable feelings. In general, prejudice toward female leaders in education
follows from the incongruity that many people perceive between the characteristics of
women and the requirements of leadership roles. Eagly and Karau (2002) stated that
women’s social identities in their workplaces reflect prevailing gender stereotypes,
especially in careers with low proportions of women in leadership positions. Women
have internalized the stereotypical gender roles, thus making them less attracted to
leadership roles, which in turn makes them less likely to strive for promotion into such
positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002).
Women’s Personal Power
Internal barriers such as self-sabotage behaviors can impact women’s attainment
of leadership roles and affect their chances of achieving their dreams. To overcome selfsabotaging behaviors, women can increase their personal power. By increasing women’s
personal power, self-sabotaging behaviors will dissipate. Women’s personal power
includes recognizing women’s unique destiny, constructive preparation, owning all of
oneself, honest self-expression, acting with confident, cultivating self-intimacy, building
a power web, inspiring other women, and embracing one’s sexuality (Lerner, 2012;
Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and Strategies Used to Overcome Them
Very few studies have been conducted to explore the self-imposed barriers
women face. If women are aware of these self-imposed barriers, they can proactively
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take steps to overcome them. Therefore, an insight into this phenomenon of selfsabotaging behaviors will be beneficial to women who aspire to enter any senior-level
leadership position (VanTuyle & Watkins, 2009). Finneran (2016) identified women’s
reluctance to apply for administrative positions as one of the major barriers still in
existence. Further, researchers cite various self-sabotaging behaviors exhibited by
women preventing them from obtaining leadership positions. These self-sabotaging
behaviors include thinking too small, fear and worrying, misunderstanding oneself,
dishonesty, holding back, not taking time to reflect, isolating, disempowering other
women, and infusing sex/gender role confusion in the workplace (Lerner, 2012; Ryder &
Briles, 2003).
Thinking Too Small: Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny
Because of societal limited beliefs of women, women have internalized and
perpetuated these limiting beliefs about themselves and think too small (Lerner, 2012).
Muñoz et al. (2014) found that when applying for leadership positions, women would
often apply once and give up because of their stereotypical beliefs that men were better
leaders while men were willing to apply multiple times. McGee’s (2010) study found
that women at times experience conflict between their high standards and expectations of
themselves as a leader and their critical assessment of their performance. Women often
delay entry into administration because they feel that they are not prepared enough,
which helps explain why more women obtain graduate and doctoral degrees than men in
the field of education.
Women also struggle with stepping outside of their comfort zone. Connell et al.
(2015) found that women were unwilling to relocate for a leadership role because of their

9

reluctance to leave the comfort of their established relationships. To combat the selfsabotaging behavior of thinking too small, women can start recognizing their unique
destiny by living up to their full potential. This includes acknowledging and using all of
their talents and abilities (Briles, 2006; Lerner, 2012). To strengthen one’s spiritual
power muscles, it is vital that women use their connectivity muscle, creative muscle, and
courageous muscle. Connectivity muscle means to fully engage with others by
appreciating their differences and finding common ground with others (Lerner, 2012). In
addition, women can use their creative muscle to distinguish their uniqueness.
Courageous muscle means stepping outside one’s comfort’s zone, taking risks, and being
content with one’s efforts (Lerner, 2012).
Fear and Worrying: Constructive Preparation
Worrying can be a reaction to the discomfort of change and escalates one’s sense
of powerless (Lerner, 2012). Women fear that people will judge them and abandon them
if they do not like what they have to say. When women believe or anticipate that they
will fail at something, they most likely will fail (Ryder & Briles, 2003). To overcome
fear and worrying, women can constructively prepare. Constructive preparation means
making fear an ally and staying present when confronted by the discomfort (Lerner,
2012). Specifically, it means embracing, understanding, and accepting fear. Women can
do so by practicing staying present, facing fears, and trusting their intuition. They can
accept discomfort as a normal part of personal growth and identify what is getting in the
way of developing their talents and abilities and developing a plan to overcome them
(Lerner, 2012).
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Misunderstanding Oneself: Owning All of Oneself
Misunderstanding oneself is a self-sabotaging behavior often cited in the research
that women exhibit (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Misunderstanding oneself is when women are hesitant to describe or talk about
accomplishments to others for fear of trumpeting ego. Specifically, women tend to
downplay their accomplishments in the presence of others to avoid being judged as
unfeminine (Budworth & Mann, 2010). Women feel that people will like them more if
they are modest. In contrast, men consistently self-promote their successes to present a
positive self-image to others (Budworth & Mann, 2010). Modesty has debilitating
impacts on the careers of women. Women can be overlooked for promotions and hiring
if their talents and skills are not evident. It is essential for women to own all of oneself.
Owning oneself means recognizing and appreciating one’s accomplishments and
limitations (Lerner, 2012). Budworth and Mann (2010) noted that women should selfpromote following a success to ensure they receive the recognition and credit they
deserve, especially if the quality or difﬁculty of the accomplishment is not clearly
understood. In addition, women can become aware of the ways people acknowledge
them and accept the kindness and praises they receive (Lerner, 2012).
Dishonesty: Honest Self-Expression
Women are dishonest with themselves in the form of inauthentic giving.
Inauthentic giving is giving to get, giving to empty, and giving without healthy
boundaries (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012). It takes away from women’s
goals. Often lacking in joy, inauthentic giving in women is usually coupled with the
feeling of resentment. To advance in their careers, women are encouraged to engage in
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honest self-expression and accept their strengths and weaknesses. Honest self-expression
means being true to one’s inner compass and values when confronted by people who
want to challenge them (Lerner, 2012). It is essential for women to be open and
vulnerable with others because vulnerability fosters trust. To counteract dishonesty,
women can give authentically by doing what is needed and not expecting anything in
return (Brown, 2018; Lerner, 2012). To self-care and self-express honestly, women can
set healthy boundaries. As a result, they are more likely to be energized, and their
connections with others will strengthen, and their self-confidence will increase.
Holding Back: Acting with Confidence
Women hold back because of made-up justifications, rationalizations, and
unconscious reasoning (Briles, 2006; Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Helgesen & Goldsmith,
2018). Change is uncomfortable for many women. As a result, a common reaction of
women to change is to divert attention away from it (Lerner, 2012). Women hold back
because they fear if they truly express themselves, they may be judged or abandoned by
others. Women often feel that if they share their accomplishments, people will think they
are egotistical. Holding back destroys one’s ability to develop close relationships with
others. Ryder and Briles (2003) stated that women often become frustrated when their
accomplishments do not get recognized at work. Conversely, women are afraid of selfpromoting because they feel it will be perceived as bragging. Women often try and
spread the credit around, which does not do much to advance their careers. To advance
in their careers, it is essential for women to act with confidence by sharing their
accomplishments, strengths, and skills with others and take full credit for all their hard
work.
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Not Taking Time to Reflect: Cultivating Self-Intimacy
Women often do not take time to self-reflect (Lerner, 2012). Helgesen and
Goldsmith (2018) noted that women are on autopilot, hardly ever stopping to think about
how they want to live. Their lives are so busy with families and work that it is
challenging for women to find the time to self-reflect. It is crucial that women take time
to cultivate intimacy (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Cultivate intimacy means getting to
know oneself more deeply. The literature suggests that women should spend half hour of
free time to self-care which includes mediation, reading, and taking in nature (Lerner,
2012). Mediation allows people to get connected to their intuition that will help women
identify what direction they should take in life, their vision for the future, and the
qualities they need to posse to get there (Lerner, 2012). To build self-intimacy, it is
important for women to avoid judging themselves, be present, and not worry about the
past (Lerner, 2012).
Isolating: Building a Power Web
Social isolation is considered one of the most significant barriers women face
(Muñoz et al., 2014). Because of the limited number of women in leadership roles,
women often lack the extended professional connections needed to help them advance.
In addition, women feel uncomfortable connecting with those beyond their minority
demographics (Kaufman & Grace, 2011). It can also be time-consuming to build a
valuable network, and for women, it adds extra demands, especially if they are the
primary caregiver because networking is usually done outside the work hours (McGee,
2010). Some women may feel inferior to others, which may cause them to be fearful of
extending their network. Being cynical is another reason why women isolate. They may
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feel that the relationship would not work, which ultimately leads to a self-fulling
prophecy. It is vital that women build a power web by identifying people in their life that
are committed to their personal growth (Lerner, 2012). For women to expand their power
web and overcome isolation because of the fear of inferiority, it is important for women
to understand that they are just as special as others. They can become recognized when
they have self-defeating thoughts of the relationship not working, quiet the thought, and
give the relationship a chance. Women can avoid procrastination and take small steps
toward building their network.
Disempowering Other Women: Inspiring Other Women
Women often lack the confidence that they can inspire others because of their
own insecurities. Ryder and Briles (2003) found women who sabotaged other women
often feared that the other woman was after their job. A study published in 2000 found
that 75% of women surveyed said another woman had undermined them some time in
their careers (Ryder & Briles, 2003). The sabotaging behaviors of women to women tend
to be covert and indirect (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Often these behaviors go on for a long
time because women are reluctant to speak up. To overcome the disempowering of other
women, it is vital that women inspire other women by encouraging them to step outside
of their comfort zone. Women need to recognize they need each other to change the
culture, and the only way they can to do that is by supporting each other. This often takes
courage and strength to recognize one’s unique power, but it is possible to do. Ryder and
Briles (2003) also recommended that women create and maintain allies in the workplace,
so they are aware of their accomplishments and achievements in case other women try
and sabotage them.
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Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion in The Workplace: Embracing One’s Sexuality
Gender dissonance factor is the subconscious discomfort, uneasiness, or anger
that men may feel when working with women (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Flirting at work
and dressing sexy at work creates gender dissonance because men are afraid of crossing
the line and being accused of sexual harassment (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Men report that
when women use overly feminine characteristics at work, they fear that women may be
trying to take advantage of them. Furthermore, gender dissonance occurs when men
become frustrated with women who act helplessly or overly cute at work. Awareness of
behaviors that prompt gender dissonance in the workplace is a critical strategy for woman
aspiring to top positions of leadership. This awareness helps women control and monitor
their behavior and attitude to reduce the amount of gender dissonance created in the
workplace that could ultimately limit their access to power (Ryder & Briles, 2003). To
reduce gender dissonance, women can let men know how they feel about sexual
harassment and their boundaries (Ryder & Briles, 2003). It is essential for women to
embrace their sexuality and act confident because it demonstrates to everyone they can
handle higher responsibilities. Women can overcome sex and gender role confusion in
the workplace by dressing professionally, acting intelligent, and conveying their ideas
through effective communication rather than feminine attributes (Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Statement of the Research Problem
Educational leaders can have significant effects on school climate, culture, teacher
efficacy, and student achievement (Finneran, 2016). In addition, researchers have found
that the effect of a leader can contribute to what students learn at school (Finneran, 2016;
Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 2015). The role of the superintendent is even more crucial.
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Superintendents can shape the overall district vision and oversee the implementation of
the district’s mission. A multitude of studies have stated that women are more likely to
possess the transformational leadership characteristics that lead to greater productivity
from staff and students (Connell et al., 2015; Finneran, 2016; Hopkins, 2012; Kaufman &
Grace, 2011). Those characteristics include collaboration, relationship development, and
management of fairness, trustworthiness, and transparency, which in turn make women
excellent candidates for the role of superintendency (Connell et al., 2015).
Unfortunately, only 27% of superintendents in the nation are women (AASA,
TSSA, 2015). With nearly 74.4% of the educational workforce being women, it is clear
that they are underrepresented in the ranks of superintendents (Skrla, Reyes, &
Scheurich, 2000). Experience as a principal is usually a prerequisite to becoming a
superintendent. Men are more likely to be promoted to the role of principal and gain
access to this top leadership role more quickly than women. Maranto, Carroll, Cheng,
and Teodoro (2018) found that men on average teach for only 10.7 years before being
promoted compared to 13.2 years for women. Munoz et al. (2014) indicated that at the
present rate of progress, it would take an additional 30 years for women to achieve equal
numbers in the superintendency with their male counterparts. Because of the lack of
women superintendents, students become accustomed to women as teachers and men as
administrators, which forms a schema in their mind about gender and power that
translates into society.
In the United States, there has been a growing instability in the quantity and
quality of education leaders because of increasing demands, retirement rates, and attrition
rates, creating a demand to increase the capacity-building efforts for women (Finneran,
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2016). The lack of women in leadership roles in the field of education, specifically the
superintendency, means that women’s impact on decisions and policy changes is limited.
Throughout history, women have faced numerous barriers impacting their ability to
obtain leadership positions. These barriers have been institutionalized and evidenced by
problematic gender discrimination practices. The barriers are also self-imposed and
occur when women self-select out of the job (Derrington & Sharratt, 2008). Women
often see themselves as less qualiﬁed than men for key leadership positions and suffer the
imposter syndrome when they do achieve signiﬁcant roles (Meister et al., 2017). The
imposter syndrome is caused by women’s biases. Implicit bias is women’s attitudes or
stereotypes that affect their understanding, actions, and decisions unconsciously (Orem,
2018). These biases are activated involuntarily and without an individual’s awareness or
intentional control. Usually residing deep in women’s subconscious, these biases are
different from explicit biases that individuals may choose to conceal because of social
and political correctness (Orem, 2018).
Researchers assert that there is a significant need to study women specifically in
the gender-imbalanced education context (Budworth & Mann, 2010; Finneran, 2016;
Kaufman & Grace, 2011; VanTuyle & Watkins, 2009). Various reasons for the absence
of women from leadership positions in education have been explored, such as
externalizing barriers women experience; however, few studies have reviewed how selfsabotaging behaviors impact women as they move throughout their leadership careers
(Finneran, 2016). There is limited research on the actual experiences, challenges, and
barriers women encounter while seeking and serving as district leaders (VanTuyle &
Watkins 2009; Wyland, 2016). Moreover, Stouder’s (1998) study suggested the need for
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further research focused on female superintendents. Identifying the self-imposed barriers
that contribute to the low number of female superintendents from the perspective of
female superintendent is essential in identifying and developing effective strategies to
increase the number of women in educational leadership.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore
the impact these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female superintendents to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors.
Research Questions
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female superintendents experienced throughout
their leadership careers?
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
superintendents?
3. What strategies did female superintendents use throughout their leadership careers to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
Significance of the Problem
While women are nearly 75% of the teaching force, they are markedly absent in
superintendent roles (Skrla et al., 2000). Although external barriers play a role in the
limited number of women in leadership roles, internal barriers such as one’s belief system
can also play a significant role. Beliefs create a framework that shapes one’s actions.
Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) found that women often get stuck in negative self-
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limiting thoughts that prevent them from moving to the top. These self-limiting thoughts
often turn into habits that become difficult to break because women are often operating
on autopilot, not realizing the impact these thoughts are having in their lives. For
example, women’s reluctance to changing school districts was identified as one of the top
barriers into administration, unlike men who were more willing to relocate (Connell et
al., 2015). Connell et al. (2015) found that 66% of males moved from one district to
another to accept an administrative position compared to 45% of females. Women did
not want to relocate because they did not want to step outside of their comfort zone and
leave established relationships (Connell et al., 2015). Women’s reluctance to move is an
example of a self-sabotaging behavior that can limit women’s career opportunities.
To help women get unstuck, they will need to identify and let go of the behaviors
that are not serving them well and replace them with new ones (Helgesen & Goldsmith,
2018). This study explored the self-sabotaging behaviors that women exhibit that serve
as obstacles for achieving their career goals and also reviewed strategies women can
employ to overcome them. Research suggests that once aspiring women choose to seek a
leadership position and willingly recognize their self-imposed barriers, they can take
steps to overcome them and move up the career ladder (Budworth & Mann, 2010;
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). This study will help women realize that they are
sometimes their own worst enemy and will empower them to find their inner power and
reclaim it (Lerner, 2012). Moreover, this study will help retain current female
educational leaders and specifically superintendents because it will help validate their
feelings and give them the confidence needed for them to persevere through any selfdefeating thoughts. In all, an insight into this phenomenon will help women make it to
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the top and ultimately survive in the superintendency. Men in leadership roles may find
this research helpful for building their awareness of the shortage of women leaders in
educational leadership and the issues that surround the shortage. This study recommends
ways that men can support their female colleagues. Finally, educational leadership
graduate programs and professional organizations can use the research from this study to
inform women about self-sabotaging behaviors and identify strategies women can use to
overcome these internal barriers and achieve their career goals.
There have been many studies conducted on the external barriers that women face
such as sex-role stereotyping, gender bias, and discrimination (Finneran, 2016; Marshall,
1986; Muñoz et al., 2014). However, all these studies are not comprehensive in
describing the reason for the low number of women superintendents. An exploration of
the self-sabotaging behaviors that women exhibit can shed light on a different perceptive
and empower more women to pursue leadership roles. Through the years, researchers in
educational administration have called for research on women’s experiences in the public
school administration, including the superintendency, to include the perspectives of the
women themselves (Anderson, 1990; Bell, 1988; Blackmore, 1993; Blount, 1998; Chase,
1995; Chase & Bell, 1994; Finneran, 2016; Marshall, 1986; Muñoz et al., 2014;
Shakeshaft, 1999; Skrla et al., 2000). Few studies related to women in educational
leadership have assessed specific practices that have attempted to increase the numbers of
women education leaders (Finneran, 2016). Efforts to help develop women into
educational leaders can help fill the growing gap of women in the superintendency. To
date, there has been no study solely dedicated to exploring the self-sabotaging behaviors
that female superintendents exhibit throughout their leadership career and that examines
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strategies they utilize to overcome the barriers. An insight into this phenomenon will be
beneficial in building the leadership capacity for women in the field of education.
Definitions
Administrator. A person who manages a group or program.
Affirmative action programs. An active effort to improve the employment or
educational opportunities of members of minority groups and women.
Barriers. Institutional, systematic, or self-imposed limits that inhibit one’s
success or advancement.
Barriers. Something that hinders the forward progress of a person or movement.
Communal. The ways in which people related to a group.
Educational leadership. K-12 school district administrators.
Formidable. Something that causes someone to feel fear, dread, or
apprehension.
Gender discrimination. Being biased to someone because of their gender
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
Golden age. A period of great prosperity.
Golden opportunity. An excellent chance to do or get something.
Leadership capacity. Skillful participation in the work of leadership.
Old-boys’ networks. Men who are a member of a long-standing and usually
influential clique especially in a professional, business, or social sphere (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018).
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Paradigm shift. An important change that happens when the usual way of
thinking about or doing something is replaced by a new and different way (Blount,
1998).
Phenomenological study. Describes the lived experiences of how individuals
make sense out of a particular experience or situation (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Policy. A set of established expectations for specific behavior and norms within a
district.
Schema. A structured framework or plan (Schema, n.d.).
Self-sabotage behaviors. The undermining or destruction of personal/
professional integrity resulting in a damage to personal/’professional credibility resulting
in the erosion or destruction of the one’s self-esteem and confidence (Ryder & Briles,
2003).
Stereotype. Conforming to a fixed or general pattern.
Suffrage activism. The right-to-vote movement (Blount, 1998).
Superintendent. Someone who has executive oversight of a district (Glass,
Bjork, & Brunner, 2000).
Delimitations
This study was delimited to K-12 public education superintendents in California.
Only superintendents who (a) had a minimum of 2 years of experience as a K-12 public
education superintendent, (b) exhibited strong verbal and nonverbal communication
skills, and (c) were recognized for their support to mentor female superintendents or
those who aspired to be superintendents were asked to participate in this study. To
ensure these delimiters, the researcher utilized purposeful and convenience sampling.
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Organization of the Study
The study is organized into five chapters, a references section, and the
appendices. Chapter II presents a review of literature connected to the self-sabotaging
behaviors women experience and strategies they have used to overcome them. Chapter
III describes the research design and methodology of the study. Next, the instrument
used to collect the data for the study is described along with the procedures. An
overview of the sample selected from the study are described. For Chapter IV, an
analysis of the data and a discussion of the findings are presented. In Chapter V, a
summary, conclusion, and recommendations for the study are explained. Finally, the
study ends with a references section and the appendices.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
This literature review provides a historical perspective of women striving to
achieve gender equity as superintendents in the public-school system. The chapter begins
with the history of women in education followed by the history of women in educational
leadership. Then the literature surrounding the external barriers women experience in
their pursuit of the superintendency is reviewed. Following the literature review of
external barriers, various theories considered for the study are reviewed in addition to the
theoretical framework, women’s personal power. The women’s personal power
conceptual framework, which combines theories of Lerner (2012) and Ryder and Briles
(2003), is described. The literature review also presents empirical research findings of
self-sabotaging behaviors women experience and successful strategies they employed for
overcoming them.
History of Women in Education
Through the years, there have been numerous social injustices faced by women
who have limited opportunities available for them. The dynamic social, economic,
cultural, and political forces have resulted in a steep reduction and consistent low
percentage of female superintendents from 1930 to our current times (Ewy & Gmitro,
2009; Polka, Litchka, & Davis, 2008). It is essential to understand the history of women
in the field of education, particularly in the role of the superintendency. In the early to
mid-1800s, men held most teaching positions throughout the country. Women were
viewed as less intelligent than men and prohibited from becoming teachers. Public
opinion started to shift from a male-dominated field to a female-dominated field in which
White women started going into the teaching profession because it was an extension of
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their motherly duties. The teaching profession also attracted more women because they
were more willing to accept lower wages.
By the early 1900s, women held 70% of the teaching positions, which made it less
enticing for men (Blount, 1998). The profession of teaching started to be viewed as a job
for a woman. Men interested in the field of education were encouraged to pursue
positions of power such as vocational education, coaching, and ultimately the
superintendency (Blount, 1998). During this time, teaching became more structured and
overseen by a growing number of administrators who were usually men. The freedom
and independence that teachers had previously were no longer permitted with
administrators now managing and dictating their work. The males who were teachers felt
the need to assert their masculinity and either left teaching or quickly started seeking
positions as administrators to control the work of women as they did in the patriarchal
society in which fathers and husbands controlled the women in the home. The peak of
women as teachers emerged in 1920 with 86% of all school teaching positions held by
women and only 14% of those being held by men (Blount, 1998).
History of Women in Educational Leadership
In 1909, Ella Flagg Young was hired as the first female superintendent in Chicago
(Blount, 1998). She declared then that women were destined to rule, and more women
than men would hold the executive seat (Blount, 1998). The years following the hiring of
Young was considered the “Golden Age.” The women’s movement and suffrage
activism in the 1930s caused a steadily increased expansion in leadership opportunities
for women in the field of education, such as lead teacher, principal, managers, and even
superintendent positions (Sethna, 2014). This “Golden Age” lasted for 30 years until
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World War II, and the suffrage movement ended. Young’s vision never materialized.
There was a steep decrease in the number of women in the superintendency, from 11% in
1930 to a low of 3% in 1970 (Blount, 1998). The steep decrease was due to the reduction
in strength of the women’s movement after the suffrage amendment, national
stigmatization of individuals who crossed gender-appropriate lines of behavior, and
promotion of school administration as respectable work for World War II veterans with
the support of the G.I. Bill (Blount, 1998). During that time, desegregation of public
schools and marriage bans made it difficult for women who stayed in the field of
education to find a spouse, and some refuse to get married. The marriage bans benefited
men because they limited the pool of applicants for positions in the administration
(Blount, 1998).
After World War II, women were faced with new challenges such as layoffs,
universities establishing set quotas to limit the number of women obtaining advanced
degrees, and stigmatization for women seeking leadership positions. During World War
II, marriage bans were lifted, and women were permitted to apply for leadership positions
previously forbidden. Male administrators became intimidated by women and started
pushing for appointing superintendents, and by 1951, the vast majority of superintendents
started getting appointed (Blount, 1998). School boards started appointing
superintendents, mostly White males who looked like them. The G.I. Bill of Rights also
had devastating effects on the proportion of women in administrative positions. When
men returned from war and noticed that women occupied many of the teaching positions,
men used the G.I. Bill of Rights, which gave grants for scholastic expenses, to obtain
their administrative credentials. Since administrative positions in the field of education
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required an advanced degree, men had an advantage over women when competing for a
leadership position (Blount, 1998). Universities limited the number of women they
accepted by having set quotas. In addition, when U.S. war veterans returned from war
seeking employment, school boards created new administrative positions for men who
separated them from women with regard to power and salary (George, 2013). In
addition, women who sought out leadership positions were stigmatized for transgressing
their gender-appropriate bounds (Blount, 1998).
In the 1960s and 1970s, several legislations were passed to help address the career
and education inequities for women. In 1963, the Equal Pay Act was passed, which
prohibited discrimination in pay based on gender. Following the Equal Pay Act was the
passage of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, which prohibited employment
discrimination based on race, color, religion, gender, and national origin (Hyndman,
2009). In 1972, there was the passage of Title IX of the Civil Rights Act of 1972. Title
IX was initiated as a comprehensive federal law that more specifically prohibited
discrimination based on gender in any federally funded education program and promoted
equal employment opportunities for American workers regardless of demographic
background (Hyndman, 2009). School districts were advised of the concerns regarding
women and minorities; however, many districts did not provide women equal
employment opportunities within administrative leadership. The enactment of the Title
IX led to the end of quotas on the number of women who could enroll in colleges and
universities and the increase in the number of women earning an administrative credential
(Polka et al., 2008). This legislation was different because it specified that federal
funding of specific programs could be at risk for losing funding for not complying. The
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purpose of the legislation was to create equal opportunities in educational experiences for
men and women (Polka et al., 2008). Further, the Women’s Educational Equity Act of
1974 was primarily intended to prohibit traditional sex-role stereotyping of girls in
elementary and secondary schools and encouraged females to develop math and science
skills. The legislation provided funding for research related to employment opportunities
in education and research and action-oriented assistance to prospective women
administrators (Polka et al., 2008). The only significant change in educational leadership
during that time was regarding literature explicitly referring to the gender neutrality of
the superintendent, stating that the role could be held by male or female leaders (George,
2013).
Unfortunately, despite the Civil Rights Movement and new legislation aimed at
eliminating discrimination, injustices continued (Brunner & Grogan, 2007). The passing
of the Civil Rights Act of 1991, which established the Federal Glass Ceiling
Commission, which conducted a study of barriers to the advancement of minorities and
women in management and leadership positions, confirmed that prejudice against
minorities and women was the greatest barrier to their advancement (Tallerico & Blount,
2004). The development of the Federal Glass Ceiling Commission was the government’s
way of acknowledging that the glass ceiling existed (MacArthur, 2010). Although there
has been a slight increase in the number of women serving across the positions in school
leadership, the overall profile for female superintendents during the past century reports
very little growth. The Study of the American School Superintendency, 2000 (American
Association of School Administrators [AASA], 2000) revealed women’s representation
significantly increased to approximately 13% nationally. By 2010, another significant

28

jump was reported, with up to 24.1% of U.S. superintendents being female (AASA,
2011). As of 2015, there were 27% female superintendents nationally (AASA, TSSA,
2015)
External Barriers Women Experience
A large body of literature delineates external barriers such gender biases,
stereotyping, discrimination, and a lack of access to influential networks that affect
women’s ability to acquire superintendency positions (Griggs, 2014; MacArthur, 2010;
Morillo, 2017, Munoz et al., 2014; Zachry, 2010). Grogan’s (1996) study found that
even women of color stated that their gender more than their race was a barrier to
obtaining a leadership position in education. In America, there is a belief that the
position of superintendent is meant for a man. Traditional bureaucratic organizations
have societal expectations that hold women back and move men forward in educational
leadership. The shared societal belief is one that includes a division of labor and societal
stereotypes. Researchers have found that being a woman substantially increases the
difficulty one faces in achieving the superintendency (Munoz et al., 2014).
Negative gender stereotypes about women’s inability to lead are reinforced and
perpetuated in education through discriminatory practices. The external barriers
preventing women from obtaining educational leadership positions include discrimination
from board members, search firms, and women themselves (MacArthur, 2010). In a
study conducted by Munoz et al. (2014), more than half of the women surveyed indicated
they had experienced gender bias and stereotypes. These stressors can damage women’s
hope and drive to obtain a superintendency position. Gender bias means people’s beliefs
about other’s interests and abilities. In society, White men determine and legitimate the
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dominant culture (Patterson, 1994). People are more likely to orient toward people who
look like them. Since women are the minority in leadership positions, men hiring men is
considered the norm and hardly ever questioned. These gender biases can either be
conscious or unconscious. Unconscious gender bias means that people are not aware
they hold these beliefs while conscious means they are fully aware.
Women’s move to the superintendency is often thwarted by the glass ceiling,
which is the invisible barriers women encounter as they climb the corporate ladder. As a
result, women are left to feel they are ill-suited for leadership roles (Miller, Washington,
& Fiene, 2006). Researcher Franz Fanon found that society derives its stability by
prompting the inferiority complex (Angel & Agoos, 2006). The social construction of
the male role in society and in educational leadership is that the superintendency is not
compatible with the female social construct. Key decision-makers who view women as
incompetent and more followers than leaders pass on giving women the opportunity to
lead (Dickerson & Taylor, 2000). Stereotypical beliefs such as women lack the abilities
needed for successful performance plague the beliefs of many gatekeepers. This belief
ultimately has a negative impact on women advancing. A review of the justification used
by those who preferred male bosses stated that the most common reason given for
preferring male bosses was because of the negative beliefs they held about female bosses
(Dickerson & Taylor, 2000). Some of the adjectives used to describe female bosses
included catty, petty, backstabbing and jealous, none of which were used to describe
men. The patriarchal system sees women as there to take care of and teach children and
the men as best suited to lead. Stereotypes fostered by recruiters and school boards often
prevent women from breaking through the glass ceiling. School board members, who are
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primarily White males, usually expect superintendents to assert their power, but when the
superintendent is a woman, these expectations contradict the cultural expectations of
women. Wickham (2007) found that demographic similarity builds trust and
interpersonal attraction, which explains why male board members feel more comfortable
hiring male superintendents.
School boards are ultimately responsible for hiring the superintendent from a
large pool of candidates. In a study by Wallin (2005), he found that school boards
subscribed to the stereotype that women cannot cope with the demands of the
superintendency. Often, school board members are unaware of the women’s limited
ability to obtain a superintendency position. Based on historical gender stereotypes
typically related to management styles, males are usually offered the position. Board
members often have higher expectations for female candidates than male candidates.
According to decades of research conducted by the AASA, 82% of female
superintendents stated their school board did not see them are effective managers and
76% did not have confidence in their ability to manage the district’s finances (Munoz et
al., 2014). As a result, when given the opportunity to lead, female superintendents are
usually placed in smaller school districts because they are not seen as having the skills
needed to run large school districts (Kawaguchi, 2014).
Gatekeeping facilitated by search firms and exclusion from the good old boys’
network adds to the list of external barriers women aspiring to leadership positions face
(Henderson, 2015; Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & Ballenger, 2007; Wickham,
2007). Wickham (2007) found that 47% of their study’s participants identified the good
old boys’ network as a significant barrier. There have been other studies that found
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getting into the good old boys’ network was a positive factor in obtaining the
superintendency (Henderson, 2015; Shakeshaft et al., 2007; Wickham, 2007). That
supports the claim that exclusion from networks made it challenging for those outside of
the network to acquire the superintendency. A respondent from Wickham’s (2007) study
stated that the good old boys’ network still seems to rule. Professional search firm
agencies that are run by consultants are tasked with finding the top candidates for the
superintendency that the school board can select. Many of the consultants themselves are
male, who were former superintendents (Wickham, 2007). This is because consultants
often depend on their previous networks and relate and recommend to other males with
similar backgrounds as theirs. The consultants act as Gatekeepers who control portions
of the hiring process, such as initial paper screening, early on (Wickham, 2007). In
addition, many search firms indicate that the pipeline of female applicants for
superintendent positions is small. Some California leadership and career consultants
maintain however, that the pipeline for applying to superintendent positions is replete
with females but that search firms do not always seek out these women (Ryder & Briles,
2003).
According to Garn and Brown (2008), women believed gender bias created a big
barrier to obtaining a superintendency position. Researchers have found that female
superintendents were more than twice as likely than men superintendents to believe that
the glass ceiling and gender bias exist (MacArthur, 2010). In contrast, Griggs (2014)
found that most women stated there were equal opportunities to obtaining equitable roles
in their profession and being a female did not prevent them from being hired as a
superintendent. Although gender bias has been cited in research, it is challenging for
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women to figure out whether gender discrimination occurred, so women do not report it
because they do not have enough evidence (Kowalski & Stouder, 1999). Montz and
Wanat (2008) stated that women superintendents dealt with discrimination practices by
either denying it, ignoring it, or leaving the district. Denying the discrimination is
happening enables discrimination to perpetuate and prevent women from identifying the
degree to which gender bias may impact their lives. Not recognizing or acknowledging
the gender bias will prevent women from proactively addressing it. Women who
recognized discriminatory treatment also coped with the discrimination by changing their
leadership styles. Having minimal representation of females in the superintendency
leaves a perception to the public that females in the superintendency are an anomaly.
Overall, gender bias and discrimination have caused women’s self-questioning, lack of
self-confidence, and lack of aspirations to seek the superintendency or persevere when
faced with challenges (Skrla et al., 2000). This often leads to women self-sabotaging
their career advancement.
Theoretical Considerations
Social Role Theory
Social role theory was developed by Eagly and Wood (1999). Within this theory,
gender difference stems from people’s adaptation to the roles they were assigned based
on societal stereotypes. Social role theory assumes that the gender difference women and
men possess is enhanced because the culture perpetuates it. The social role theory
claimed that biologically men tend to be bigger and stronger, which led them to select
jobs that had greater status (Eagly & Wood, 1999). As a result, they became more
dominate while women were forced to be accommodating by being subordinate.
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Women’s biological tendency was to care for the children, allowing them to focus on
their nurturance and relationship skills (Eagly & Wood, 1999). Guided by gender role
beliefs that society holds, men and women are socialized for the skills, traits, and
preferences that support society’s division of labor (Chizema, Kamuriwo, & Shinozawa,
2015). Eagly and Wood (1999) found there was a positive correlation between the level
of gender inequity and the level of psychological gender differences. This means that
societies that have more gender inequality tend to have more significant psychological
gender gaps. That would explain why the gender gap persists with superintendents.
Thus, increasing the number of women in the superintendency would increase in their
stereotypic agency.
According to the social role theory, gender inequality persists because women and
men have conceded and bought into the stereotypical beliefs that men make better
leaders. Even though there are some women superintendents, the vast majority are still
men. Based on the social role theory, unless we can build the leadership capacity for
women to allow more women to take the superintendency, gender inequalities and
stereotypes will persist (Phelan, Moss-Racusin, & Rudman, 2008). As more women
move into the superintendency position, stereotypes about their leadership potential will
start to shift. This shift will allow young girls to see what is possible and inspire more
women to aspire to the superintendency. Because of the explicit and implicit stereotypes
about women, women will need to recognize that they have been conditioned to hold
these beliefs and start taking intentional steps to overcome the perception they do not
have the potential to lead.
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Expectancy-Value Theory
The expectancy-value theory was developed by Atkinson (1957) and stated that
expectancy and value are positively related to each other. The expectancy-value theory is
used to predict performance and motivation. Based on the expectancy-value theory,
when people believe they have the ability to perform the work and they value their work,
they are more likely to have more success and persevere in times of challenges (Hodis,
2018). Expectancy for success is defined as a person’s competence beliefs about
achieving different tasks and can be applied to the present or the future (Loh, 2019).
Expectancy-value theory speaks to the importance of empowering women to believe in
their abilities to be successful as superintendents.
There are four different types of values. They include utility value, attainment
value, intrinsic value, and the cost of being involved with the task (Hodis, 2018). The
utility value reflects how a task supports someone’s short-term and long-term goals while
the intrinsic value is how much someone enjoys the task. Attainment value indicates how
much someone sees the task as helping his or her self-concept. The cost value means
how much people must sacrifice, such as time, energy, and effort, to engage in the task
and the potential consequences of how the task will negatively affect their self-esteem.
When women understand the value of being a superintendent and believe in their abilities
to become one, they are more likely to stay motivated to keep pursuing their dreams
(Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Uzzo-Faruolo, 2013).
Role Congruity Theory
Role congruity theory explores the congruity between gender roles as well as
other roles, such as leadership roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Role congruity theory states
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that groups are more likely to be better perceived when their characters align with their
stereotypes (Diekman & Eagly, 2000). That is, men and women are more likely to prefer
when women display characteristics that are congruous with their gender. As girls,
women are often reinforced for displaying stereotypical gender characteristics (McGee,
2010). When women step outside of the stereotypical roles, it causes feelings of unease
for both men and women. Further, Diekman and Eagly (2000) found that when there is a
role incongruity, women are often rated lower. Role incongruity can lead to prejudice
and discrimination against women (Diekman & Eagly, 2000). Women often turn uneasy
feelings inward and start engaging in self-sabotaging behaviors.
Conceptual Framework: Women’s Personal Power
The women’s personal power conceptual framework combines theories of Lerner
(2012) and Ryder and Briles (2003). The women’s personal power conceptual
framework sets the stage for this study as it explores women’s power to combat the selfsabotaging behaviors women experience. Previous research has focused mostly on
external barriers that women experience and strategies to prevent them (Griggs, 2014;
MacArthur, 2010; Morillo, 2017, Munoz et al., 2014; Zachry, 2010). Often, women have
no control over these external barriers because they are external. Research has also
shown that one of the top barriers that gets in the way of women obtaining positions as
superintendents is self-imposed barriers (Griggs, 2014; Morillo, 2017; Munoz et al.,
2014). Women have more control over these self-imposed barriers than the external
barriers. The result of the information gained may lead women to feel empowered to
reclaim their personal power.
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By increasing women’s power, self-sabotaging behaviors will be eliminated. The
women’s personal power conceptual framework includes (a) recognizing women’s
unique destiny, which is living to one’s potential; (b) constructive preparation, which is
embracing, understanding, and accepting fear; (c) owning all of oneself, which is owning
and appreciating one’s accomplishments and limitations; (d) honest self-expression,
which is accepting one’s strengths and weaknesses; (e) acting with confidence, which
is approaching obstacles with confidence; (f) having the courage to step forward;
(g) cultivating self-intimacy, which is getting to know oneself more deeply; (h) building
a power web, which is building a network of personal and professional advisors for
support; (i) inspiring other women, which is the ability to empower other females; and
(j) embracing one’s sexuality, which is an awareness of gender roles and sex role
stereotypes (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and Women’s Personal Power
There is a wealth of research regarding the external barriers that women face
(Griggs, 2014; MacArthur, 2010; Morillo, 2017, Munoz et al., 2014; Zachry, 2010). In
addition to the external barriers that impact women’s ability to obtain the
superintendency, there are also internal barriers that are self-imposed (Griggs, 2014;
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Miller et al., 2006; Ryder & Briles, 2003).
These internal barriers can be either conscious or unconscious. The self-sabotaging
behaviors that women experience include thinking too small, fear and worrying,
misunderstanding oneself, dishonesty, holding back, not taking time to reflect, isolating,
disempowering other women, and infusing sex/gender role confusion in the workplace
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(Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Table 1 shows the conceptual framework of
women’s personal powers and their corresponding self-sabotaging behaviors.

Table 1
Women’s Personal Power and Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Women’s personal powers

Self-sabotaging behaviors

Recognizing women’s unique destiny

Thinking too small

Constructive preparation

Fear and worrying

Owning all of oneself

Misunderstanding oneself

Honest self-expression

Dishonesty

Acting with confidence

Holding back

Cultivating self-intimacy

Lack of self-reflection

Building a power web

Isolating

Inspiring other women

Disempowering other women

Embracing one’s sexuality

Infusing sex/gender role confusion in the
workplace

Thinking Too Small
Growing up in a patriarchal society, women have internalized the expected
society sex-role stereotypes, which causes them to think too small about their potential
(Lerner, 2012; Munoz et al., 2014; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Thinking too small is
minimizing one’s value, not having the courage to step out of one’s comfort zone, not
being open to new experiences, and making perfection the standard (Briles, 2006;
Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Munoz et al., 2014; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Self-esteem is
defined as the individual’s positive or negative attitude about oneself (Mason, Mason, &
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Mathews, 2016). Women’s self-esteem can have an impact on their career aspirations
and career advancement. A lack of self-esteem can prevent women from reaching and
seeking new competencies and challenges (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Self-esteem is an
essential factor in determining leadership aspirations (Mason et al., 2016). Mason et al.
(2016) found that women generally scored lower than men on self-esteem measures. A
major factor influencing women’s self-esteem is living in a male-dominated society.
Thus, patriarchal attitudes lead to a greater likelihood for men to aspire to
superintendency than women. Women internalize society’s negative beliefs about them,
and this leads to them lacking in confidence in their ability to handle difficult tasks such
as undertaking the role of the superintendency.
Bandura (1997) found that self-efficacy was a predictor of self-limiting behavior.
Self-efficacy is how one can organize and execute courses of action to deal with different
situations that are unpredictable, ambiguous, and stressful events (Bandura, 1997). It can
act as a guiding force to overcome obstacles and achieve performance success. Having
low self-efficacy can not only limit a woman’s career, but it can also stifle it (Dickerson
& Taylor, 2000). In all, women are more likely to rate their overall performance less
favorably than men and more likely to attribute their success to luck (Dickerson &
Taylor, 2000). That belief supports the claim that women have bought into the
stereotypical belief that men can do a better job than females. Failing to see their worth,
women subordinates tend to internalize their lower-level position and attribute their lack
of career advancement to being less career-committed than other women who have
achieved success (Faniko, Ellemers, Derks, & Lorenzi-Ciodi, 2017). In a study
conducted by McGee (2010), a lack of confidence was viewed as the fourth-highest
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barrier of career advancement by women who saw themselves as less qualified than men
for a leadership position. The women stated they suffer from the imposter syndrome
when they do obtain leadership roles (Bahn, 2014; Edwards, 2019; Slank, 2019).
Furthermore, women think too small by appearing small with their body language
and speech to minimize their presence. The intent is to diminish their power. When
women draw in their arms and legs, tighten their bodies, hunker down or move aside,
they appear small to minimize the appearance of authority and power. Examples of using
speech to minimize their presence include saying “I’m just,” “I’m sorry, I need to,” “I
just want to say,” and using other minimizers such as “little,” “tiny,” “small,” and
“quick” to not take up someone’s valuable time. Women also use verbal discounters and
disclaimers such as “Maybe this isn’t important” to start a sentence. Helgesen and
Goldsmith (2018) stated that verbal discounters and disclaimers invite contractions and
downplay women’s certainty because they fear being identified as arrogant. Women are
conditioned to place a high value on female modesty. When women’s language and
speech convey discounters and disclaimers, it leads others to think they are uncertain and
people in power tend to view uncertainty as a lack of commitment (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018).
Women also think too small by not having the courage to step out of their comfort
zone. Miller et al. (2006) found that women had difficulty stepping out of their comfort
zone because they are locked into low-power, low-visibility, and dead-end jobs that do
not lead to the superintendency. Most women are elementary principals while most of
the positions that lead to the superintendency are secondary principals. Researchers have
cited women’s reluctance to take a risk as a barrier to their career advancement (Griggs,
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2014; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Kawaguchi, 2014; Miller et al., 2006). Katz (2004)
found that women were often unwilling to relocate for an administrative position because
they were fearful of leaving the comfort and the relationships they had developed.
Women staying in the same job too long can undermine their long-term satisfaction and
feelings of self-worth. It often sidelines women and can send the message to others that
they do not believe in their worth. Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) stated that the most
common reason women stay in their jobs is because of their loyalty. The desire to be
loyal can cause women to neglect their future, sacrifice their ambitions, and not allow
them to reach their fullest potential. Women do this because they are uncomfortable
putting their self-interest first.
Having the flexibility to change districts by relocating has been a successful
strategy for career advancement, but women are often not open to new experiences.
Relocation is something that many women must consider when applying for a
superintendency position. Family demands often pose a barrier for many women
considering relocation. Sixty-six percent of males moved to accept a leadership position
while only 45% of females relocated (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008). Brunner and Grogan
(2007) found that 20% of superintendents have decided to have commuter marriages to
obtain their superintendency position. Women’s lower self-efficacy limits their ability to
take risks, making them more likely to want to remain invisible or in the background,
which in all limits their prospects for career progression. Not being open to new
experiences such as networking with people they know also impacts women’s careers
because networking is a great way to learn about new positions, and helps others get to
know them.
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Moreover, women are hired for their first administrative position later than men
because they make perfection the standard. High achieving women tend to take failures
deeply to heart and self-blame and stew over mistakes rather than moving on. Gender
expectations from an early age where girls were rewarded for being obedient have
contributed to the pressure that girls feel (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Schools are
more likely to penalize girls for acting out and for aggressive behaviors while the same
behaviors in boys are seen as testosterone spurt (Odum, 2010). Therefore, women often
seek approval by striving to get everything right and avoiding mistakes. Helgesen and
Goldsmith (2018) found that men at the executive level are rewarded for being daring and
risk-taking while women at similar executive levels were rewarded for precision and
correctness. This results in an internalized expectation that women should be
conscientious and precise, which results in an excessive fear of making mistakes. Women
typically are afraid to speak out of fear of embarrassment and shame because women’s
mistakes are often perceived more critically in organizations.
Glass et al. (2000) found that men typically began their administrative position
between the ages of 25 and 30 while women were typically hired for their first position
between the ages of 31-40. Most women spend approximately 15 years of teaching
before seeking an administrative role whereas men spent an average of 5 years. This is
because women seek to acquire as much experience as possible to perfect their craft.
Researchers have also found that female superintendents also have a range of site
administration experience to central office administration experience (Odum, 2010). In
addition, women reported participating in more professional development in curriculum
and instruction (Odum, 2010). For example, 73% of women participated in the
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Association of Supervision and Curriculum Development while only 39% of men
participated (Odum, 2010). Women developing higher expertise in curriculum and
instruction is a barrier because it restricts their ability to gain experience in a diverse
range of skills or develop a career path that will help them be effective superintendents.
Often, women are given fewer resources to perform well than men. This means
that women are expected to have the same impact with less favorable circumstances.
Women self-impose extra pressures on themselves to establish a portrayal of balance,
equality, and perfection (Sethna, 2014). Men are promoted based on their perceived
potential while women are more likely to be promoted based on their performance.
Knowing this creates self-doubt with women and reinforces male dominance in society
(Sethna, 2014). Dana and Bourisaw (2006) stated that school administration programs
have more women than men obtaining administrative credentials. Women also make up
one third of all the assistant superintendents and the assistant superintendent positions
(Dana & Bourisaw, 2006). However, they still experience barriers to obtaining a
superintendency position. Women experience conflict between high standards and
expectations for themselves as leaders and their critical assessment of their performance
(McGee, 2010). These high standards may be the reason why women typically delay
entry into administration to be extremely prepared before applying.
Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny
To overcome the self-sabotaging behavior of thinking too small, it is vital that
women recognize their unique destiny. Women have the power within that no one can
take away (Lerner, 2012). This power is for women to be 100% of themselves. Hoff and
Mitchell (2008) stated that it is essential for women to develop high self-esteem to
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advance in their careers. Being resilient is crucial for women when faced with the
realities of a patriarchal society. Women need to project a strong and engaging presence
and come out and say what they mean. This means women acknowledging and using
their talents fully. Women would benefit from thinking about every job as a chance to
position themselves for their dream position. Any job that women take should be
assessed not only for how much they enjoy the job but also how the job can help them in
the long run.
Recognizing one’s unique destiny means having the capacity to have a significant
impact through living up to one’s potential. Reclaiming one’s power requires courage.
Girls are conditioned to veil their true selves and power. For women to reclaim their
power, they first have to recognize, appreciate, and accept it. Power is having the
courage to step out of one’s comfort zone and open oneself up to new experiences even
though one feels uncomfortable. It is essential that women recognize that they can make
a difference in the world if they use their talents. Lerner (2012) stated for women to
discover their unique selves, they need to practice self-inquiry. Self-inquiry involves
being self-aware, utilizing their spirit power muscles by fully engaging with others, being
creative, and being courageous by letting go of habit and trying something new. Women
must become aware of their self-talk and go against habit. Another strategy noted by
Lerner (2012) is to utilize one’s intuition by quieting oneself to determine the next steps.
Intuition can guide women’s daily actions in a clear and focused way. Researchers have
found when speaking publicly, women receive as much attention as men if they are
perceived as being fully present (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Being present makes
women appear credible and authoritative. Brown (2018) stated that courage has the

44

ability to show up when one cannot predict or control the outcome. Briles (2006)
highlighted the following strategies to overcome the perfection trap: set definite time
limits on projects or assignments, set goals, measure worries, forgive any mistakes that
one makes, and develop a support system.
Fear and Worrying
Women self-sabotage by being fearful and worrying (Lerner, 2012; Ryder &
Briles, 2003). Lerner (2012) defined fear and worrying as a reaction to the discomfort of
change that escalates one’s sense of powerless. Completely stifled by fear of
abandonment and judgment, women often remain silent rather than let their voices be
heard. Failure often leads to a lack of self-esteem (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Frequently,
this is the reason why women are fearful of seeking the role of the superintendency.
When women believe or anticipate they will fail at something, they most likely will fail,
so some do not try (Ryder & Briles, 2003). This self-fulling prophecy limits women’s
potential and cripples their chances for success. Worry is a reaction to discomfort and is
a waste of energy that can prevent progress. To overcome fear and worry, women are
encouraged to lift the veil of what past experiences have caused them. These fears are
usually based on false beliefs and often do not happen in real life. The energy exerted on
fear and worry can be utilized as a catalyst for change. Lerner (2012) stated that when
women experience fear, they should acknowledge it, understand, and accept it. Keeping
in mind their goal can also help women stay motivated to face their fears. Journaling
about one’s inner thoughts and ideas can help when faced with worries. If women
practice staying present and finding the courage to deal with the discomfort that comes
along with fear, they will be able to persevere.
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The fear and worry that women feel stem from shame. Shame has the power to
rob women of their confidence. Brown (2018) found that unwanted identities are the
primary elicitors of shame. Unwanted identities are characteristics that undermine
people’s vision of themselves. Shame is the fear of disconnection and is tied to
something women have failed to do or have done or not living up to their standards
(Brown, 2018). Some women do not attempt to apply for a superintendency position out
of fear they may not get it. McGee (2010) found that women who participated in her
study actively pursued the superintendency position when there was a good chance they
would get the position. Women’s fear of relocating also stems from shame. Many
women feel shame at the thought of putting their careers ahead of their families and often
stay close to home to keep their family stable. Shame is a feeling or experience of
believing that one is flawed and unworthy of love, belonging, and connections (Brown,
2018). Learning to speak about shame reduces its power.
Imposter syndrome was coined by Clance and Imes (1978) to describe feelings of
fraud related with academics or in their careers. Women who experienced the imposter
syndrome did not believe they were intelligent and had convinced people to feel
otherwise. Women dealing with imposter syndrome do not feel worthy of praise or
acknowledging their accomplishments. They would attribute their success and praise as
overestimation of their talents. Typically, when women compare themselves to male
leaders, they start to feel like counterfeits, which ignites a drive to forecast other’s
perceptions of them and performing tasks based on those assumptions (Edwards, 2019).
They work diligently to stop others from discovering they are imposters.
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As a result of fear and worrying, women also engage in intellectual inauthenticity,
in which they conceal their true ideas and opinions and only voice the opinion they
believe others want to hear. While men and women both experience the imposter
syndrome, women are far more susceptible, given the number of messages of inadequacy
they have internalized through the years (Bahn, 2014). The imposter syndrome is
common for marginalized groups such as women and people of color. It is usually based
on how they interpret and internalize the perceptions others have about them. Women
are aware of society’s rejection of successful women, so they consciously avoid displays
of confidence and act timid instead. For other women, they try and prove they belong by
camouflaging and altering their true selves to be accepted by the majority group. Bahn
(2014) found that the more education and professional experience women experience, the
less confident they feel. Bahn (2014) found that female students finished college with
lower self-esteem than they started with while males had higher self-esteem.
Constructive Preparation
To overcome fear and worrying, women need to engage in constructive
preparation. Constructive preparation means making fear an ally and staying present
when confronted by the discomfort (Lerner, 2012). It means truly embracing,
understanding, and accepting fear. To achieve this, women need to have grace and
forgiveness with themselves (Copeland, 2013; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Also, it is
vital that women acknowledge the existence of imposter syndrome and how it is rooted in
societal factors. Helping women understand that even though they may not control
societal factors, they can control how they think and react to them. Even though women
may feel like imposters, Briles (2006) suggested that women fake it until they make it.
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Women should celebrate their success and give themselves credit for small and big
achievements. Determination and an iron will help women work harder and survive the
scrutiny to become a superintendent (Wallace, 2015).
Misunderstanding Oneself
Misunderstanding oneself is another self-sabotaging behavior exhibited by
women. Misunderstanding oneself is when women are resistant to discussing their
accomplishments, have a hard time accepting compliments, and tend to focus on mistakes
and criticism (Budworth & Mann, 2010; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012;
Madell, 2019; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Women often are resistant because they do not
want to trump the ego of others. Researchers have cited that women downplay their
accomplishments because they believe they will have better outcomes when they are
viewed as noncompetitive (Budworth & Mann, 2010; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018;
Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). For example, Daubman and Sigall (1997) found in
their study that women did not want to share their achievements because they believed
others would like them less. In comparison to men, they found that women were
underrepresented in their performance with both females and males. Men, on the other
hand, consistently self-promoted their success. They did so to paint a successful image
so others could look up to them. Women tend to be more modest by presenting their
accomplishments more factually so they do not get perceived as arrogant and boastful
(Budworth & Mann, 2010). Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) confirmed that search firms
found that women applying for jobs are less assertive than men in describing their
qualifications. During interviews, women usually tend to share their doubts about the job
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while men tend to present as overly confident. Women are more likely to share how they
may not be qualified for a position while men state they are extremely qualified.
According to researchers, modesty has some debilitating effects on the career
development of women (Budworth & Mann, 2010; Lerner, 2012; Wade, 2001). When
others do not understand the value that women have to offer, they can get passed up for
promotions, salary increases, and new employment opportunities. Budworth and Mann’s
(2010) research findings support the claim women who rated low on the modest scale
earned a higher income than women who scored high on the modesty scale. In sum,
accomplishments that are not shared and recognized by others do not get compensated
and given the credit they deserve. When women do not share their value, they send a
message that they do not value what they are doing, and if they do not value it, others will
not as well.
Furthermore, some women expect others to notice their contributions without
them calling attention to them first (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). This can cause
women to feel stuck. These women believe that great work should speak for itself.
Although this can help women feel better about not wanting to share their successes, it
can get in the way of getting their success being noticed, which can lead to them being
overlooked. When women do not get noticed by others, it can cause them to feel
undervalued and dissatisfied with their job. Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) suggested
that women are usually uncomfortable using the “I” word when discussing
accomplishments and use “we” to share credit with others. Although this might help the
person whom they are giving credit to, it does not help advance women’s careers because
others may not recognize all the women did to contribute to the success.

49

Moreover, women tend to focus more on criticism. They often ruminate over the
mistakes from the past, which keep them stuck and unable to move forward (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012). Rumination is routinely mulling over one’s mistakes,
regrets, and negative experiences (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Women put energy
into rewriting events and things people say instead of learning from them and moving on.
This explains why women have bought into the stereotypical belief that men can do a
better job than they can (Munoz et al., 2014). Researchers found that both men and
women tend to ruminate over the past; however, their focus tends to be different
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Men who focus on the past are more likely to blame
others for their mistakes while women tend to blame themselves. Women dissect those
mistakes, and stress and agonize over them. Thinking they are reflective and that
rumination will help them avoid mistakes in the future, these women cause themselves to
be stuck, and this behavior is counterproductive. Ruminating on criticism and mistakes
does not allow women to grow (Lerner, 2012).
Owning All of Oneself
To overcome misunderstanding oneself and advance to the superintendency, it is
critical that women own all of themselves. Owning all of oneself is appreciating
accomplishments and limitations and sharing one’s accomplishments with others
(Budworth & Mann, 2010; Engel, 2001; Lerner, 2012; Olson, 2019). Moving ahead
requires bold actions. To do so, women need to view self-promotion not as something
self-centered but as something necessary if they are to achieve their goal (Madell, 2019;
Olson, 2019; Racioppi, 2019). The change in mindset will empower more women selfpromote so they can get the raise or promotion they want. Marketing oneself is an
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essential part of every job. Making achievements visible, especially to senior levels, is as
important as the duties stated in a job description (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Several
researchers maintain that one of the best ways to promote oneself is through having an
elevator speech that clearly states one’s career goals and rationale behind why one is
qualified to do the job (Cohen, 2009; Wilson, 2014). The elevator speech should be a
personal articulation of one’s purpose and what one is trying to achieve (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018).
For women to market themselves effectively, they must believe in what they have
to offer. Lerner (2012) and Racioppi (2019) stated that when women recognize their
talents and abilities, as well as their areas of growth, they can start appreciating
themselves more fully. To help women stay focused on the importance of selfpromotion, they should key their reason for wanting to get ahead in the forefront
(Bandura, 1997; Dickerson & Taylor, 2000). This will help them see what they are doing
is not self-serving; it is for the purpose of helping the greater good. For women who still
have a hard time with self-promotion, they could enlist a peer to help highlight their work
(Brue & Brue, 2016; Derks, Ellemers, van Laar, & de Groo, 2011; Martin, 2017;
Wickham, 2007). Better yet, they can enlist a colleague who will be their accountability
partner to ensure they share their successes. When women feel themselves ruminating
and stuck, they should remind themselves that rumination is counterproductive and start
taking steps to move on (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
Dishonesty
One of the self-sabotaging behaviors that keep women from getting ahead is
dishonesty. Researchers cite that women are dishonest with themselves by saying “yes”
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to things when they mean “no,” remaining quiet when they should speak up, and being
nice to avoid confrontation (Engel, 2001; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). One of the
ways women are inauthentic with themselves is in the form of inauthentic giving.
Inauthentic giving is giving to get, giving to empty, and giving without healthy
boundaries (Lerner, 2012; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). It leaves women feeling
unfulfilled and resentful. For example, women put in long hours at work or are always
doing favors for others and then end up being resentful when their hard work is not
recognized or they do not get the promotion they felt they deserved.
Routinely saying “yes” can undermine women’s ability to make clear and
reasonable decisions and leave them vulnerable to people who can manipulate them
through the use of guilt (Engel, 2001; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). The need to please
can often leave women distracted from their goal and cause their talents to go to waste,
leaving them stuck. Women aim to please to be helpful to others and avoid being a
burden or disappointment. Girls have been socialized to be nice. They are frequently
rewarded for following directions and being helpful. Researchers have found that even in
the workplace, women leaders are acknowledged and reinforced for serving others rather
than when they act independently (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Consistently doing
things to please others can prevent women’s leadership skills from shining because others
may try to manipulate them and indirectly take their power away. Besides, it can add a
burden on women causing them to have very little time for themselves, which often leads
to burnout. Women also put their job, which usually starts out as a stepping-stone to their
career goal, before their career. This is when extremely talented women work hard and
stay with school districts for a long time just to appease others (Helgesen & Goldsmith,
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2018). Researchers cite that women aspiring to be superintendents often do not want to
relocate for work because they do not want to leave their established relationships and
disappoint others (Connell et al., 2015; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
Although women may not be happy in their place of employment or not speak up,
they stay so they do not cause any waves (Lerner, 2012). Further, when choosing to stay
in their organization, women are worried about speaking up about what they do not like
out of fear of being shunned. Women think about how their departure would affect
others in the organization and often turn down jobs because of the demands and the
impact it will have on their families (McGee, 2010; Munoz et al., 2014; Wickman, 2007).
Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018) pointed out that women have heightened attention that
acts as a radar, scanning the environment and detecting cues and noticing the context.
This radar can cause women to be distracted from what is important to them. Being
hyperaware of the reactions of others can also add to women’s insecurities.
Honest Self-Expression
To achieve the superintendency, women need to avoid being dishonest but rather
have honest self-expression (Brown, 2018). Lerner (2012) described honest selfexpression as being true to one’s inner compass and values (Lerner, 2012). Honest selfexpression takes courage, especially when challenged by others. When challenged by
others, women often deny their true voices. To protect themselves, women develop false
beliefs and rationalize why they should not express themselves honestly. The cause of
dishonesty can be attributed to fear of judgment and being an outcast. It essential for
women to recognize when they are not saying what they think or feel. Ruderman (2006)
noted that self-awareness is important in the leadership development of women. Then
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they need to have grace and compassion with themselves by being free to let their inner
voice shine through. For women who have been stuck for a long time, finding the
courage to speak and act freely can take time and requires patience. When women start
noticing their radar is distracting them, they can reframe the story they are telling
themselves by seeing the positive (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). To counteract negative
self-talk, it is essential that women be objective in evaluating why the negative self-talk
exists, identify what is realistic and what is not in the words, understand what is causing
the fear, and replace the negative self-talk with positive self-talk (Briles, 2006).
To combat the urge to be dishonest, it is vital that women allow themselves to be
vulnerable. Being vulnerable with others is a way of acknowledging what one is feeling
and allowing others to be able to empathize. Vulnerability is an emotion that is
experienced during times of uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure (Brown, 2018).
Ultimately, vulnerability is having the courage to be authentic, even when one does not
have control over the outcome. Vulnerability can help women seem relatable and can
allow others to side with them (Brown, 2018). Women can start with small acts and
slowly build the courage to move toward bigger acts. Women also need to experience
authentic giving rather inauthentic giving. Lerner (2012) defined authentic giving as
heartful and acting upon what is needed. Authentic giving means only giving when one
feels like giving and not caring about how others will perceive it. With authentic giving,
women set limits because they understand they need balance. Giving authentically
makes women feel joy and a sense of worth. The connection with others is deepened,
and women’s confidence grows (Lerner, 2012).
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Holding Back
Women self-sabotage by holding back. They hold back by not reaching out for
help when needed, apologize unnecessarily, sit in the back of the room during meetings
or conferences, camouflage, and avoid seeking career opportunities out of feeling
insecure about balancing work and family obligations (Brue & Brue, 2016; Kaiser &
Spalding, 2015; Lerner, 2012, Odum, 2010; Wickham, 2007). Women hold back because
of made-up justifications, rationalizations, and unconscious reasoning (Briles, 2006;
Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). When pursuing leadership
roles, women are often faced with disappointments as they hit the glass ceiling. Women
lack the tenacity to persevere when faced with these obstacles. Rather than seek out
support, women move to lower level positions (Munoz et al., 2014). This lack of tenacity
may be attributed to the low number of female superintendents. In contrast, men keep
building networks to get ahead. Zachry (2010) found that many women do not actively
seek out superintendent positions; rather, they are more likely to have an attitude of wait
and see whether the situation presents itself or is right.
Women lack confidence, which causes them to give up and remove themselves
from pursuing their dreams (Blanchard, 2009; Budworth & Mann, 2010; Dickerson &
Taylor, 2000; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; McGee, 2010; Munoz et al., 2014; Zenger,
2018). A contributor to women’s lack of confidence is their believing they are not
worthy of leadership roles and that men can do a better job than they can (Munoz et al.,
2014). According to Lerner (2012), women struggle with the old critical message they
received from parents and cultural superstitions. Women internalize these messages, and
this presents itself through negative self-talk ultimately leading to self-doubt. Ryder and
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Briles (2003) noted that negative self-talk can set women up for failure. Each negative
self-talk statement can take women down a path that will lead to a lack of confidence.
Any kind of negative self-talk is destructive and paralyzing (Briles, 2006). Women also
get stuck in either/or thinking, such as thinking they either are good or bad (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018). This extreme thinking can prevent women from moving forward and
is unrealistic. The either/or faulty thinking can cause women to hold back speaking out
in meetings or conferences because they fear if they say the wrong thing, they believe
others will perceive them as unintelligent. Not wanting to call attention to themselves,
they camouflage by trying to blend in with others.
Researchers have identified that balancing family responsibilities is a major
barrier to female pursuit of superintendent positions (Bynum, 2014; McGee, 2010;
Muñoz et al., 2014; Wyland, 2016). Males are often perceived as championing their
family struggles by aspiring for leadership jobs while females are perceived as
abandoning their families when pursuing these same positions (Muñoz et al., 2014).
These sentiments of gender roles are not only generated by males but also by the same
females applying for the superintendency. Wyland (2016) surveyed 38 superintendents;
42 assistant, deputy, or interim superintendents; and 55 board members and found that
the females in the sample identified eight major barriers impacting their upper mobility to
the superintendency. Three of the eight barriers related to family responsibilities: limited
time for family and career, career aspirations lower priority than family responsibilities,
and family commitments higher importance than career advancement (Wyland, 2016).
Family responsibilities range from personal anxiety about the effect of career on family,
to conflicting demands of career and family, to time and attention diverted from families
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to accomplish work-related responsibilities (Bynum, 2014). Because many women
choose to raise their children first, they often pursue administrative positions at a later
age. Approximately 36% of women enter the superintendency after the age of forty-six
compared to 14% of men (McGee, 2010). As a result, males begin their administrative
career earlier than females, which places many females at a hiring disadvantage before
they even apply.
Acting With Confidence
To prevent women from holding back, they need to become confident (Blanchard,
2009; Briles, 2006; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Henderson, 2015; Sandberg, 2013;
Zenger, 2018). To be confident, women first need to understand where their critical view
of themselves stems from and work hard not to ruminate on those critical thoughts.
Women can recognize that their past does not define who they are today. Confidence is
the power to create an appreciation and caring for oneself (Briles, 2006; Castellucci,
2019; Lerner, 2012). This awareness will help women deliberately stop what they are
doing to themselves so they can remind themselves they are good enough. When women
become self-confident, they break down the barriers that can hold them back (Briles,
2006). Women have higher likelihood of changing their behavior to increase their selfesteem and act with confidence than men (Blanchard, 2009; Helgesen & Goldsmith,
2018). This is because women are less prone to having a big ego, are less defensive, and
open to feedback. Several studies of women’s confidence suggest that women must let
go of the either/or mindset and remind themselves and appreciate all of their
accomplishments (Blanchard, 2009; Lerner, 2012; Sandberg, 2013). Having a mentor
can help women build their confidence (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Dickerson & Taylor,
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2000; Garn & Brown, 2008; MacArthur, 2010; Polka et al., 2008; Wickham, 2007). By
reaching out for help and getting support, women can be enlightened about what makes
them special. Getting support can help women feel empowered and ready to take on the
world of the superintendency.
Mentors can help women identify their talents and abilities (Lerner, 2012). A
healthy reality check from a mentor can help lift a woman’s spirits, which in turn can
cause her to become resilient. Briles (2006) found a direct correlation to success. In all,
she found the more successful one is, the more mistakes and failures one experiences.
This theory relates to Dweck’s (2007) theory of the growth mindset. Dweck believed
seeing mistakes as an opportunity to grow and learn can help people stay motivated. To
help women acquire the tenacity need to reach the pinnacle of success, women will need
to adopt a growth mindset. Ryder and Briles (2003) stated that people who are successful
do not fear failure and see it as the key to growing.
Not Taking Time to Reflect
Another self-sabotaging behavior women experience is not taking time to reflect
(Brown, 2018; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012). Not taking time for oneself
includes not allowing self to mourn losses or cry, not taking vacations, not allowing any
downtime, hating to be wrong, holding grudges, and not accepting part of self that needs
development (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Women often take on more than
they can handle in an effort to please others. That is especially true for women who are
ambitious enough to aspire for the superintendency. Women feel the pressure of
maintaining a social and home life while men usually have the support of their spouses as
they begin their career advancement (Briles, 2006). Women often find themselves busy
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juggling work, family, professional learning, and networking (Brue & Brue, 2016).
Research studies indicate that the superintendency requires time dedication that is almost
beyond human capacity (Bazanos, 2014). Recognizing the need for overtime, women
work diligently with very little to no time for down time. Often, women utilize a break
from work as an opportunity to play catch up with work. Bazanos’s (2014) study found
that women admitted not going on vacation or not being able to meet with friends
because of their workload.
Bazanos (2014) found that the consensus from the women superintendents who
took part in her study was that a 50:50 work and home balance was not possible and
80:20 was a more realistic norm of balance in the position of superintendent. The 80:20
meant 80% work-life, while 20% was homelife. Those who seek the superintendency
and those who are already in the position understand the field requires sacrifice. Women
superintendents in Bazanos’s (2014) study stated they felt a duty to educate and serve the
masses. Women superintendents frequently saw the job greater than themselves and
greater than their families. The women superintendents felt a huge sense of worth having
a major impact on the lives of the future generation. Women who allowed work to
invade their home life caused themselves stress, and that increased the likelihood of
burnout (Brue & Brue, 2016). Work obligations appeared to interfere with family
obligations more than family obligations interfered with work obligations (Brue & Brue,
2016).
Cultivating Self-Intimacy
Women must learn how to cultivate self-intimacy by getting to know themselves
more deeply and taking time for themselves (Lerner, 2012; Lemberger-Truelove, 2018;
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Phillips, 2018). To cultivate intimacy, women must first avoid judging themselves
(Lerner, 2012). Being nonjudgmental of self requires that one suspend all judgments
about one’s thoughts, feelings, and observations. Thorough introspection can allow
women to identify what is underneath the surface of their emotions (Brown, 2018;
Lerner, 2012). Practicing mindfulness and being aware of the present by being in the
moment can also help women cultivate self-intimacy. Through mindfulness, women will
get connected to their intuition, which will help guide them to navigate through their
career pursuit.
Women will also be more successful in developing their leadership identity and
meet their work obligations when they can find work-life balance (Brue & Brue, 2016).
Kawaguchi (2014) stated that integrating work-life balance in leadership education
programs will be the key to ensuring women are educated about the impact of having an
imbalanced life and how they can achieve a more balanced, successful life. The longterm effects of finding a good work-life and home life balance is more work productivity.
It can also help women learn about themselves so they can feel empowered. It will be
helpful for women leaders to understand strategies to achieve work-life balance to enable
them to grow personally and professionally. Successful strategies found by researchers
to find balance included making time for reflection, exercise, keeping current on daily
correspondence, delegating authority, deliberately scheduling activities, making and
keeping appointments, maintaining a healthy diet, and developing the ability to be fully
present (Bazanos, 2014; Briles, 2006; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). In order to achieve
work-life balance, women need to set clear boundaries (Lerner, 2012). The boundaries
need to include dedicated time for work and home related activities. It also includes
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committing to taking vacation days and unplugging from all technology so one does not
get distracted.
Isolating
Researchers cite isolation as a significant barrier woman experience (Briles, 2006;
Connell et al., 2015; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015; Kawaguchi,
2014: Kowalski & Stouder, 1999; Lerner, 2012; MacArthur, 2010; Muñoz et al., 2014;
Smith et al., 2015). Studies have found numerous reasons why women remain in
isolation. They include being afraid of reaching out to people, being unaware of the
types of supports needed, feeling guilty for taking up too much of people’s time, relying
exclusively on female mentors, and only networking upstream (Briles, 2006; Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018; Miller et al., 2006; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Female superintendents in
California described limited mentor relationships as obstacles to obtaining a position as a
superintendent. Although researchers have discovered various benefits to mentoring and
sponsoring, women continue to remain in isolation. Mentors offer advice while sponsors
are more about action. A sponsor is typically a senior leader within the district who acts
as an advocate, makes recommendations, allows women to network with their network,
and assists with removing structural roadblocks (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018).
A major barrier for women in obtaining a superintendency position is access to
professional networks (Kaufman & Grace, 2011; Miller et al., 2006; Montgomery, 2019).
Kaufman and Grace’s (2011) study found that a significant number of women aspiring to
be leaders felt isolated because they did not have a network. There are two types of
networks; one is through districts and state organizations while the other network is
informal and derives through friendships (Montz & Wanat, 2008). Organizations and
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districts tend to give males striving for the superintendency access to advice and
information while women were more likely to be denied access to those meetings (Montz
& Wanat, 2008). Oftentimes women do not recognize these male networks such as the
good old boys’ network exist. Some women do not even recognize the power that
networks can have. Women hired as superintendents stated they were hired because they
had a positive reputation but had very little ties to social networks even though the vast
majority of them were mentored (Kaufman & Grace, 2011).
Developing relationships with mentors or sponsors is more challenging because
mentoring dyads are generally within gender and race (Miller et al., 2006; Montgomery,
2019). People are more likely to mentor people who look like them. Copeland and
Calhoun (2014) found that male mentors often sought out younger mentees who
reminded them of a younger version of themselves. There are a limited number of female
role models and mentors in the highest level educational leadership, which limits the
mentoring opportunities for women. Since there are so few women leaders in secondary
schools, central office positions, and the superintendency, women are often left feeling
isolated because they rely exclusively on the female mentor (Miller et al., 2006).
Women are less likely to receive mentoring or have sponsors than men (Brue &
Brue, 2016). Women often do not recognize the power that mentors have, so they work
hard to try to go the career ladder in isolation. MacArthur (2010) noted that women lack
extended professional networks and that White males have networks and take them for
granted. While trying to find balance, women often lack time for networking because
networking is typically done after work (Eagly & Carli, 2003). A report by Glass and
Franceschini (2007) discovered that 39% of superintendents did not receive any
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mentoring before being appointed their first position. For the women who did receive
mentoring, their mentors were mostly males.
Women are more skilled at building relationships; however, they are less likely to
leverage those relationships to help them advance in their careers (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018). Women tend to separate their relationships from their careers. They
refuse to be a burden on others or are afraid to reach out for support because they do not
want others to think they are using them (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Instead of
asking for support, women work harder in isolation as they pursue their goals. By
contrast, men see the connection as an important part of advancement; as a result, they
receive more support, better positioning, greater visibility, and less isolation (Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018).
Building a Power Web
To help women move away from isolation, it is essential that they build a power
web. Building a power web involves building social capital by identifying who are
committed to their personal grow (Lerner, 2012). Women’s power web can consist of
role models such as (a) parents, (b) teachers, (c) college professors, (d) administrators,
(e) other superintendents, and (f) political figures (VanTuyle & Watkins, 2009). Eagly
and Carli (2003) stated that social capital is more impactful in obtaining leadership
promotion than skillful performance. Personal networks can help women learn about job
opportunities, help women discover their talents and abilities, and empower women to
keep striving for career advancement. Mentoring relationships can provide women with
the structure and support for developing skills needed to lead others (MacArthur, 2010).
Bova and Phillips’s (1984) study found that mentors helped mentees with risk-taking,
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communication, survival in the organization, skills in the profession, respect for people,
setting high standards without settling, being a good listener, and getting along.
When women participate in cross-gender mentoring between male mentors and
female mentees, it can decrease the mentoring effectiveness (Miller et al., 2006). This
finding suggests that it is best when women in administration mentor other females that
aspire to be educational leaders. Women mentors also perceived same sex was an
essential factor in the effectiveness of the relationship (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014).
Women mentees stated that even though they were grateful for the support of male
mentors, they believe that other women could assist them with the obstacles they were
facing, which were challenges that were specific to women (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014).
In contrast, Finneran (2016) found that all-male and all-female mentor relationships were
less effective than cross-gendered mentorship.
Advancement in careers does not happen in isolation of talent and hard work and
requires a mutual exchange of relationship benefits. Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018)
stated that leverage is always reciprocal, used to achieve goals, is highly intentional, and
produces rewards. Since women’s allies have a stake in maintaining a reciprocal
relationship, they can help women hone in on their skills and help them find resources to
overcome obstacles. Women who have been successful in leveraging their relationships
typically reach out to others first and develop connections with people they do not know
(Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). To obtain mentors and sponsors, women need to market
their skills, strengths, and work (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). Marketing can help let
sponsors and mentors know women have what it takes to make their time worthwhile.
Since women have extra demands of raising families, personal family support such as
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relying upon family members to care for the children while women work is essential
(Eagly & Carli, 2003).
Disempowering Other Women
Another way that women self-sabotage is by disempowering other women.
Disempowering other women involves different factors. It includes being too busy
helping other women, thinking they did it the hard way so why help them, feeling jealous
of other women, talking behind their back or spreading rumors about them, and being
harder on women subordinates than men (Brock, 2008; Derks, Van Laar, & Ellemers,
2016; Finneran, 2016; Griggs, 2014; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015; Morillo, 2017; Ryder &
Briles, 2003; Wickham, 2007). Brock (2008) asserted that disempowerment is the
biggest obstacle of women getting ahead in their careers. A study conducted by Crothers,
Lipinski, & Minutolo (2009) found that 58% of workplace bullies are women, and they
bully other women 90% of the time. Researchers have termed the phrase Queen Bee
phenomenon to describe this dynamic (Faniko et al., 2017). The Queen Bee phenomenon
is when women who have worked hard to get to the top become more critical toward
subordinates and less likely to support them. Talking poorly behind women’s back or
spreading rumors about other women is one of the ways Queen Bees exert their power.
Moreover, spreading rumors is the most cited form of disempowerment that
women experience (Crothers et al., 2009; Faniko et al., 2017; Farley, Timme, & Hart,
2010; Harvey, 2018; Ryder & Briles, 2003). Starting rumors about someone can
negatively impact the way women are perceived for both the victim and the bully. For
Queen Bees, rather than be viewed as a leader, they are viewed as troublemakers whose
priorities are skewed. Derks et al. (2016) identified three types of behaviors that Queen

65

Bees demonstrate: (a) separating themselves from their subordinates such as stating they
are more committed to their careers than their subordinates, (b) presenting in themselves
in a highly masculine way to assimilate into the higher status male, and (c) making a case
to maintain policies that maintain current status quo gender inequalities instead of fixing
them. Women leaders did not demonstrate these behaviors with their same level female
colleagues but rather with female subordinates (Faniko et al., 2017). This finding
suggests that women are not in competition with their peers as most would likely assume.
This may be because they assume because the women must have also worked hard to get
to the top. Women leaders engage in self-sabotaging behaviors to secure their status.
Participants in Brock’s (2008) study described instances when other women tried to block
their career path. Disempowering women happens while women are trying to get an
education. Kaiser & Spalding (2015) found that women professors were more likely to
rate women as less committed to the field than male students.
Furthermore, women who self-sabotage other women do so passive aggressively,
which in turn has negative impacts on the victim. Women who sabotage other women
are often insecure and jealous (Brock, 2008). Zachry’s (2010) study found participants
indicated that other women had sabotaged them as they were aspiring for leadership
positions. Women are more prone to take part in passive-aggressive behavior because of
being socialized as young girls (Zachry, 2010). Ryder and Briles (2003) stated that some
women spend too much time being vengeful and holding onto grudges from the past.
These women’s energy is spent planning to get even rather than focusing on improving
oneself. Having hyperactive radars, women look for ulterior motives and are fast in
hypothesizing about the actions of other women. The harm caused for victims can be
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damaging. The harmful effects of sabotage by women can tarnish the reputation and
emotional well-being of women. Women who have been a victim to other women selfsabotaging them report they became targets because they were smart, young, beautiful,
popular among peers, and had male friends (Zachry, 2010). Women who disempower
other women have described their behavior as undermining, demoralizing, or bullying.
Inspiring Other Women
With such a small number of women superintendents, the research clearly
suggests that is vital that women leaders stop disempowering other women and instead
inspire them (Brock, 2008; Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Finneran, 2016; Griggs, 2014;
Harvey, 2018; Kaiser & Spalding, 2015; MacArthur, 2010; Morillo, 2017). Researchers
are clear about the positive impact women can have when they mentor and support other
women (Brue & Brue, 2016; Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Dickerson & Taylor, 2000;
Finneran, 2016; George, 2013; MacArthur, 2010; Wickham, 2007). To ensure more
women advance to the superintendency, women must be selective when selecting
confidants and mentors and be discrete with the information they share. Women can
assist other women in recruiting, preparing, and developing superintendents (Finneran,
2016). When provoked by a Queen Bee, women should try not to overreact and call her
out on her behavior (Brock, 2008). Women should focus their energy on developing
themselves and reach out to others for support (Brock, 2008; Harvey, 2018). Women
also must stay away from engaging in gossip and use the opportunity to promote other
women. Women leaders can seek out mentoring opportunities, either through their
district, professional association, or to friends who show potential. In all, women are
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stronger when they work together and help lift each other up, especially during
challenging times.
Also, inspiring other women can not only be rewarding for the mentee, but it can
also be worthwhile for the mentor. Researchers have found that mentors and mentees
both experienced career and psychosocial development and provided an opportunity for
women to engage in self-disclosure without feeling judged (Finneran, 2016). Dickerson
and Taylor (2000) reported the mentor and mentee can gain insights into their beliefs.
Inspiring other women can cause their mentee’s self-esteem to go up, reduce the feeling
of isolation, and assist the women with being able to take time to self-reflect (Copeland &
Colhoun, 2014; Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Kawaguchi, 2014; MacArthur, 2010; Morillo
2017). Parents, friends, colleagues, and leaders can inspire other women to reach higher.
In conclusion, women who are inspired by their mentors reported higher job satisfaction
than women who were not mentored.
Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion in the Workplace
Women engage in self-sabotage when they infuse sex/gender role confusion in the
workplace. Infusing sex/gender role in the workplace includes squashing natural
feminine qualities, exhibiting male qualities, exhibiting girl-like behaviors such a twirling
hair, flirting at work, and utilizing prosodic speech (Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Griggs,
2014; Kawaguchi, 2014; Ryder & Briles, 2003; Ward, 2018). As women obtain higherlevel positions and are surrounded by men, both women and men experience gender
dissonance. Gender dissonance is the subconscious discomfort when men work around
women and when women work around men because of their difference (Ryder & Briles,
2003). To reduce the feeling of gender dissonance, women often adhere to narrowband
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behaviors to try and be effective in a male-dominated setting (Pasquerella & ClaussEhlers, 2017). For example, women may speak too fast and too assertively. In contrast,
women may act overly feminine through such behaviors as flirting at work and dressing
sexy. This causes men to feel gender dissonance because men are afraid of crossing the
line and being accused of sexual harassment (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Men noted that
when women display behaviors that are too feminine at work, they worry that women are
trying to manipulate them (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Gender dissonance occurs when men
become frustrated with women who act helplessly or overly cute at work (Goffman,
1977; Montgomery, 2019; Ryder & Briles, 2003).
The role of the superintendency requires effective leaders to be assertive and
emotionally stable. Often, women feel they must squash their feminine qualities and
model more masculine qualities. When they model the same behavior as their male
counterparts, they are rated poorly. For example, Dickerson and Taylor (2000) found
when women adopted masculine styles of behavior, they were often viewed negatively.
When they exhibit too feminine qualities, they are too feminine, leaving women confused
about what to do. In another study, women noted they had to adopt male behaviors such
as assertiveness to do their job effectively, but it was not valued by others (Griggs, 2014).
When women try to assert themselves the way men do, they are perceived by others as
rude, disrespectful, and out of control (Kawaguchi, 2014). This can leave women feeling
in a bind.
Embracing One’s Sexuality
Women can prevent the infusion of sex/gender role confusion by embracing their
sexuality (Bowman, 2018; Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008; Lerner, 2012; Montgomery, 2019;
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Ryder & Briles, 2003). The first step to prevent the infusion of sex/gender role confusion
is for women to become aware of the various gender roles and sex-role stereotypes within
their organization. Then, women can identify the signs of gender dissonance. Awareness
of the signs of gender dissonance in the workplace is a critical strategy for women
aspiring to top positions of leadership. Understanding the signs of gender dissonance can
help women monitor and control the behavior and attitude that may be causing the gender
dissonance (Ryder & Briles, 2003). To minimize gender dissonance, women can be bold
and educate men about how sexual harassment makes them feel and clearly state their
boundaries (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Women can embrace their sexuality by dressing
professionally, communicating effectively without feminine attributes, being confident,
and acting intelligent (Ryder & Briles, 2003).
Summary
The growing instability in the quantity and quality of superintendents is caused by
the increasing demands, retirement rates, and attrition rates. It creates a dire need to
develop more women leaders. Since women only make up 27% of superintendents in the
nation, it is essential to develop the leadership capacity of women to lead (AASA, TSSA,
2015). It is critical for superintendents today to be transformational leaders.
Transformational leaders are inspirational, have a concern about their followers, are
empowering, and push followers to be creative and to take chances (Eagly & Carli, 2003;
Finneran, 2016). Researchers have shown that women possess the quality traits of
transformational leaders, who emphasize building relationships with others (Finneran,
2016; Hopkins, 2012; Morillo, 2017).
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External barriers such as stereotyping, gender bias, discrimination, and a lack of
access to the good old boys’ network affect women’s ability to acquire superintendency
positions (Griggs, 2014; MacArthur, 2010; Morillo, 2017; Munoz et al., 2014; Zachry,
2010). Because of American’s patriarchal society, women have internalized the
stereotypes, which lead to self-sabotaging behaviors. Self-sabotaging behaviors include
thinking too small, fear and worrying, misunderstanding oneself, dishonesty, holding
back, not taking time to reflect, isolating, disempowering other women, and infusing
sex/gender role confusion in the workplace (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). For
women to have an influence on policy and decisions that impact all students, it will be
essential for them to reclaim their power. Women can reclaim their power by
recognizing their unique destiny, engaging in constructive preparation, owning all of
oneself, having honest self-expression, acting with confident, cultivating self-intimacy,
building a power web, inspiring other women, and embracing one’s sexuality (Lerner,
2012; Ryder & Briles, 2003). A synthesis matrix was developed with all the literature
referenced in the study (Appendix A).
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Lerner (2012) stated that for women to reclaim their power, they must first
recognize and overcome its barriers. Lerner (2012) outlined nine common selfsabotaging categories that hold women back. A framework was adapted from Lerner’s
(2012) thesis coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles (2003) from The SexX Factor:
Breaking the Unwritten Codes That Sabotage Personal and Professional Lives, to group
female self-sabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains. Chapter III outlines
the methodology used in the study to identify the self-sabotaging behaviors of female
superintendents throughout their careers and the strategies used to overcome them. The
chapter starts with the purpose statement and research questions. Next, the research
designed is described to demonstrate how the research questions were answered. The
research design includes a description of the population, sampling frame, and the process
by which the sample was determined. Following the research design, there is an in-depth
description of the research instruments utilized, the method of data collection, and how
the data are organized. Also, there is an analysis of the data. Then, the limitations of the
study are outlined, including the procedures used to protect the study participants. The
chapter concludes with a summary of the methodology.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore
the impact these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
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study was to identify strategies employed by female superintendents to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors.
Research Questions
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female superintendents experienced throughout
their leadership careers?
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
superintendents?
3. What strategies did female superintendents use throughout their leadership careers to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
Research Design
An explanatory sequential mixed-methods study design was used to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors exhibited by female superintendents and to explore the
impact these behaviors have had on their career development. In addition, the
explanatory sequential mixed-method study design identified strategies the female
superintendents employ to counteract the self-sabotaging behaviors. An explanatory
sequential mixed-methods design involves collecting quantitative data first and then
explaining the quantitative results with in-depth qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2011). Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) stated that an explanatory sequential mixedmethods study design is used when a researcher would like to gain greater insight into a
problem and a need exists to explain the initial findings. Explanatory sequential mixedmethods study designs are straightforward, clear, and easy to implement. The design
starts with the collection and analysis of quantitative data, followed by the collection and
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analysis of qualitative data, the point of integration, to expand on the first-phase
quantitative results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Quantitative Research Design
In the quantitative phase of the study, an online survey was designed to determine
women superintendents’ most prevalent self-sabotaging behaviors and the impact they
have on their career development. The survey was also designed to familiarize the
participants with the purpose of the research study. Female superintendents from
Southern California were invited to respond to an online survey with 51 items about the
self-sabotaging behaviors and the impact they have on career development. A Likert
format for responses with a six-category continuum ranging from strongly agree (1),
agree (2), slightly agree (3), slightly disagree (4), disagree (5), strongly disagree (6) was
used. The first nine questions were about self-sabotaging behaviors women experience,
and the tenth question was about the impact some of the self-sabotaging behaviors have
had on their career development. The six-point scale was selected because it forces
participants to select either an indicator of agreeing or disagreeing as opposed to offering
a neutral option (Bollinger & Grady, 2018). The main goal of the data collection was to
gain descriptive data such as the mean and mode. A frequency analysis of the selfsabotaging behaviors was collected.
Qualitative Research Design
Following the quantitative data collection phase of this sequential explanatory
mixed-methods design study, the subsequent phase addressed the qualitative data
collection. A qualitative research design was used to answer the research questions as it
offered the researcher the ability to explore the problem deeply and with detail, which led
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to an increased understanding of participants’ perspectives (Creswell, 2007). Qualitative
research is exploratory and aims at understanding people’s perception, opinions, beliefs,
or attitudes about a specific issue, event, or organization (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). The qualitative phase consisted of one-on-one interviews with the 11 female
superintendents to gain rich information about the self-sabotaging behaviors that have
impacted their career development and the strategies they used to counteract them. An
interview guide was also developed for the study that included open-ended interview
questions. A phenomenological approach was used to gain a deeper understanding of the
meaning of female superintendents lived experiences (Patton, 2015). A
phenomenological approach describes the common meaning for people of their lived
experiences of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The goal of utilizing a
phenomenological approach for this study was to raise awareness of the self-sabotaging
behaviors that have impacted the career development of the female superintendents and
the strategies they used to counteract them.
The qualitative research data collection process allows for further development
and evolution of questions for the qualitative research process; additional questions may
be asked as needed. Each interview was recorded to ensure the accuracy of the
information. The main goal of the data collection was to gain descriptive data, which
was interpreted to uncover the main points of the phenomenon. Themes were generated
from the analysis of the significant statements from the participants. The themes were
then used to write a textural and structural description of the participant’s lived
experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A composite description was utilized to report the
“essence” of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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Method Rationale
A thematic study was formed as a result of discussions and considerations
regarding the topic of women in leadership and self-sabotaging behaviors. Two faculty
researchers and four doctoral students discovered a common interest in exploring specific
self-sabotaging behaviors of women in leadership and the strategies used by female
leaders to overcome self-sabotage. The four peer researchers participated in a thematic
study to identify and describe self-sabotaging behaviors that female leaders experienced
throughout their leadership careers in addition to exploring the impact these behaviors
may have had on their career development. These researchers also wanted to identify
strategies female leaders used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
To guide the research study process and set the logic by which the researcher
makes interpretations at the end of the studies, the researcher must identify the research
method and the method rational (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). For this study, a mixedmethods research design was used because it harnessed the strengths that offset the
weakness of both quantitative and qualitative research by providing the researcher with
deeper insights into the phenomena (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). According to
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), mixed-methods research design is a two-phase
interactive process that begins with the collection and analysis of quantitative data, and it
is followed by qualitative data collection to help explain and further investigate the initial
quantitative findings. This explanatory mixed-methods research was designed with a
focus on nine categories of self-sabotage and the nine corresponding domains of
women’s personal power. Female leaders in educational and public organizations were
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selected by the thematic team of researchers, and each researcher interviewed eight to
eleven women.
Thematic consistency was created through collaboration on the purpose statement,
research questions, quantitative and qualitative instruments, and research procedures.
The group of thematic researchers worked individually within a single selected sample
population of female leaders, and all used the same methodology, explanatory mixed
methods, and interview and survey questions. This allowed the researchers to examine
both quantitative and qualitative methods for the phenomenon studied to increase the
depth and scope of the study.
The rationale for the mixed-methods approach is that the quantitative results
provide a general picture of which self-sabotage behaviors women exhibit and the extent
of their impact while the qualitative data and analysis refine and explain those statistical
results by exploring the self-sabotaging behaviors more in-depth and the strategies
utilized to counteract them. Combining quantitative and qualitative research enabled the
group of researchers to be more flexible and holistic in their research. Further, mixed
methods helped the researcher develop a conceptual framework to validate qualitative
results by connecting quantitative data from the qualitative phase of the study. The
mixed-methods design afforded researchers the chance to combine macro- and
microlevels of a study (Onwegbuzie & Leech, 2004).
The interview allowed the researcher to gain more insight and helped to expand
on what was learned from the survey results. Utilizing a mixed-methods research design
enabled the researcher to conduct more complex research into the self-sabotaging
behaviors and strategies used to overcome them. The researcher was also able to
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triangulate the data collected from both the qualitative and quantitative sources to provide
a more comprehensive and valid study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In all, the
mixed-methods approach helped the researcher understand the complexity of the issue by
examining what is on the surface and what is underlining.
Population
A population is a group from which a sample is drawn that a researcher is
interested in studying, and the results are generalized to them (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010; Patton, 2015). In the 2017-18 school year, California’s education system was
composed of 524 public elementary districts, 76 public high school districts, and 344
public unified school districts, totaling 944 public school districts (California Department
of Education, 2019). With one superintendent serving each district, there are
approximately 944 public school superintendents in the state of CA. The intended
population of this study was female public school superintendents serving in California.
Since female superintendents represent 27% of the superintendents nationally, the
population for this study consisted of approximately 255 California female school
superintendents (AASA, TSSA, 2015). School superintendents oversee the entire school
district. As the chief leaders of school districts, superintendents are tasked with
improving the educational program and student achievement; enforcing district, state, and
federal regulations; managing schools and departments; and being a liaison between the
local board of education, district, and community (Kawaguchi, 2014). To perform the
job effectively, superintendents must be knowledgeable about curriculum, instruction,
finance, operations, human resources, and leadership (Kawaguchi, 2014).
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Sampling Frame
A sampling frame consists of participants selected from the overall population
from which the researcher can study and a further sample can be drawn (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). Interviewing all superintendents in California was not
manageable because of the broad geography, expense, and time. The sampling frame for
this study was female superintendents in southern California public school districts with
2 years of experience as a K-12 public education superintendent. The sampling frame
included 58 female superintendents from Orange County, Los Angeles County, and San
Diego County located in Southern California. At the time this study was conducted, there
were 27 female superintendents in Los Angeles County, 11 in Orange County, and 21 in
San Diego County (Los Angeles County Office of Education, 2019; Orange County
Department of Education, 2019; San Diego County Department of Education, 2019).
Sample
A sample is defined as a subgroup of a population (Salkind, 2004). Similarly,
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) described the sample as a “group of individuals from
whom data are collected, often representative of a specific population” (p. 490). From
the sampling frame, purposeful sampling and convenience sampling were used to identify
the sample for the study. Purposeful sampling is when researchers purposefully select
participants representative of the population based on their experience with the
phenomena (Creswell, 2007; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). It allowed the researcher
to focus on the characteristics of female superintendents. Convenience sampling is a
nonprobability method of selecting participants who are accessible or available to the
researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
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The criteria for selecting participants were very specific. The female
superintendents purposefully targeted to participate in this study met the qualifications
of a minimum of (a) 2 years of experience as a K-12 public education superintendent,
(b) strong verbal communication skills, and (c) recognition for their support to mentor
female superintendents or those who aspired to be superintendents. In convenience
sampling, participants from Los Angeles, Orange, and San Diego Counties were selected
because they were local to the researcher. Their location made it an inexpensive and
simple way to sample. The researcher inferred that the characteristics of the sample
probably are the characteristics of the population (Patton, 2015).
The sample for the study was 11 female K-12 public school superintendents
employed in Los Angeles, Orange, and San Diego Counties. Creswell (2007)
recommended a small sample size so that the researcher can provide an in-depth picture
of the phenomenon (see Figure 1).

Sampling
frame
59

Sample
11
1
Sampling
frame
58

Population
255

Sample
11
1

Figure 1. Population, sampling frame, and sample.

Sample Selection Process
The researcher started identifying the participants for the study by reviewing all
the school districts in Orange, San Diego, and Los Angeles Counties. There were 150 K12 public school superintendents identified (Los Angeles County Office of Education,
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2019; Orange County Department of Education, 2019; San Diego County Department of
Education, 2019). From that list, a purposeful sampling process was used to select
superintendents who were female and had at least 2 years of experience. There were 58
female superintendents identified (Los Angeles County Office of Education, 2019;
Orange County Department of Education, 2019; San Diego County Department of
Education, 2019). The second process involved asking a panel of experts to nominate
study participants who could fit the criteria established for the study (Appendix B). A
panel of expert retired female superintendents was selected to make nominations from the
list. The panel selected superintendents using the following criteria: (a) exhibited strong
verbal communication skills and (b) were recognized for their support to mentor female
superintendents or those who aspired to be superintendents. The female superintendents
who were nominated represented the potential pool of candidates. From this pool of
candidates, the researcher utilized convenience sampling and selected 11 candidates
closest in proximity to the researcher.
The female superintendents who were nominated were invited to take part in the
study via e-mail at their district (see Appendix C). The researcher explained the purpose
of the study and the benefits. In addition, the researcher answered all the participants’
questions. After the participants agreed to take part in the study, the researcher e-mailed
the participants the informed consent form that included the Informed Consent, BUIRB
Participant’s Bill of Rights, interview protocol, and survey protocol (Appendices D, E, F,
and G). The interviews were scheduled based on a day and time that was convenient for
the participants. Next, the researcher sent an e-mail reminder to the participants with the
interview logistics. The interviews were conducted face-to-face at the participant’s place
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of employment or via an online video conferencing system called Zoom. The interview
was recorded using a digital device after an audio release was signed. The interview
questions along with the self-sabotaging behaviors and their subcategories were given to
the participants to reference during the interview. The researcher used an interview
protocol to ensure consistency with each interview.
Instrumentation
The researcher utilized an explanatory sequential design data collection. The
explanatory sequential design involved collecting quantitative data, analyzing the results,
and using the results to inform the follow-up qualitative data collection (Creswell, 2007).
According to Creswell (2007), mixed methods provide depth and breadth to a study,
increasing understanding and corroboration of data analyzed. The researcher used
quantitative and qualitative instrumentation to collect data from the participants. There
are many advantages to utilizing quantitative and qualitative methods to answer the
research questions. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) found that mixed-methods
approach provides more comprehensive data, allows for the investigation of complex
research questions, and enhances the credibility of findings from a single method.
Utilizing both quantitative and qualitative instrumentation provides the researcher with
new insights that are not possible when either the quantitative or qualitative approach is
used independently (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Using quantitative and qualitative
methods also ensures that the strengths of one approach make up for the weaknesses of
the other approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The quantitative data were collected
from an online survey cocreated by the thematic team of four peer researchers and two
faculty members. After the survey was completed, a follow-up interview was conducted
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using an interview protocol developed by the thematic team of four peer researchers to
learn about the participants’ lived experiences with the self-sabotaging behaviors and the
strategies they were able to use to overcome them.
Quantitative Instrumentation
The first phase of the study was a quantitative online survey (Appendix G) to
determine which self-sabotaging behaviors female superintendents experienced through
their career development and to determine whether any of these behaviors had an impact
on their career development. The main advantages of using an online survey are reduced
cost and time, quick response, and easy follow-up (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
peer researchers and faculty advisor developed the instrumentation based on the nine
domains of women’s personal power, a framework that was adapted from Lerner (2012)
and Ryder and Briles (2003). An alignment table was developed to ensure alignment
with each item on the survey and alignment with the purpose of the study (Appendix H).
The survey was created to determine which self-sabotaging behaviors impacted female
superintendents’ career development. The questions were closed ended and based on
predetermined response scales, ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The
electronic 51-item survey was created utilizing the online application, Google form.
Qualitative Instrumentation
The second phase of the study was qualitative interviews to gain insight into
female superintendents’ perceptions of which self-sabotaging behaviors had the most
impact on their career development and the strategies they used to overcome them.
Interviews involve direct interaction with participants and are flexible and adaptable
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Interviews can be used with many different problems
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and population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). An interview protocol was developed
by the thematic peer researchers and faculty advisor based on the nine domains of
women’s personal power framework, which was adapted from Lerner (2012) and Ryder
and Briles (2003). The interview protocol included both structured and semistructured
questions. Creswell (2007) stated having an interview protocol helps keep the research
organized and ensures consistency across interviews with different participants.
For the structured questions, participants had to identify which self-sabotaging
behaviors impacted their career development. The semistructured questions had
participants reflect on a story to describe which self-sabotaging had an impact on their
career development and strategies they used to overcome the self-sabotaging behaviors.
The peer researchers collaborated to align the interview protocol with the research
questions and purpose of the study. An alignment table was developed to ensure
alignment with each of the interview questions and alignment with the purpose of the
study (Appendix I). The interviews were conducted face-to-face and via an online video
conference application called Zoom. To build rapport and trust with the participants, the
researcher started each interview with introductions and small talk. Next, the researcher
provided an overview and purpose of the study. Then, an explanation of the procedural
safeguards was reviewed with the participants. The interview was recorded, and after the
interview, the recording was transcribed utilizing the transcription application Temi. The
transcript was coded using the qualitative analysis software program NVivo.
Researcher as the Instrument
The researcher is one of the instruments in a qualitative study that involves
interviews. The primary disadvantage of the interview is its potential for subjectivity and
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bias (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). To mitigate the potential bias, the researcher
became a neutral medium through which data were collected (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). The first step in dealing with biases in research is by identifying one’s own
biases. Once researchers are aware of their bias, they can start making the conscious
effort to prevent or reduce the negative effects their bias has on their research
(Moustakas, 1994). For some researchers, it may be the deliberate effort at voicing their
prejudices and assumptions so that they can be considered open and challenged while for
other researchers it happens through introspection and analysis (Norris, 1997).
To reduce the effects of researcher bias on reporting and analysis of the data, the
researcher wrote an epoche. As defined by Moustakas (1994), an epoche is the act of
setting aside one’s judgments, thoughts, and biases on the research topic, viewing the
research as if new and open to the topic, and keeping a subjectivity journal. An epoche is
a subjective journal that helps researchers monitor their bias and subjectivity. It also
helps the researcher see multiple perspectives (Mehra, 2002). The researcher tried to be
as neutral as possible during the interviews by asking open-ended questions free of
preconceptions that lead participants to respond in a certain way (Mack, Woodsong,
MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005). Leading questions risk conveying the researcher’s
judgments and biases and impose a perspective on participants (Mack et al., 2005). After
the interview was conducted and transcribed, the researcher sent the transcript to the
participants to check for accuracy. Further, the researcher wanted to be transparent with
the representation of the participants’ responses and build a positive relationship with the
participants.
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Quantitative Field Test
A field test for the quantitative instrument was conducted as a check for bias in
the procedures, the interviewer, and the questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
researcher and three peer researchers on the same thematic team had participants pilot the
online survey and interview. The researcher conducted the survey and interview field test
with a female superintendent who met the study criteria from a public school district in
California. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) recommended using a subject with
characteristics similar to those used for the study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
thematic peer researchers developed the field-test survey (Appendix J). After the survey,
the participant completed the feedback form (Appendix K) that was developed by faculty
advisors and thematic peers. After the participant completed the feedback form, the
thematic peer researcher discussed the feedback, and slight changes were made to
incorporate the input from the participant.
Qualitative Field Test
Four thematic peer researchers conducted a field test for the qualitative instrument
(Appendix L). The researcher interviewed the same superintendent who completed the
survey field test. The interview with the researcher’s field-test participant took place
online through the video conference application called Zoom. A thematic peer researcher
observed the interview field test to provide feedback regarding her observations from the
interview. After the interview field test, the participant answered questions from the
participant feedback form (Appendix M), and the observer answered questions from the
observer feedback form (Appendix N). The participants provided feedback regarding the
interview questions, directions, and pace and length of the interview. The observer
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provided feedback regarding the questions, length of the interview, and the researcher’s
comfort level. After the field test, the researcher discussed the feedback with the
thematic peer researchers and faculty advisor, and slight revisions were made to the
interview questions to ensure clarity.
Validity
Validity in mixed-methods research is employing strategies that address potential
threats to drawing conclusions from the data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Quantitative validity means the results from the survey were meaningful indicators of the
construct being measured. Qualitative validity means assessing whether the information
obtained through the interviews is accurate, credible, dependable, and confirmable
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Methods in this study to increase the validity of data
included multimethod strategies, multiple researchers, and member checking. After the
interview was transcribed, the transcription was sent to the participants to ask them
whether the findings were an accurate reflection of their experiences. To ensure that
there was internal validity in the research study, the researcher triangulated the data to
check for consistency of findings among survey data and interview data before
conclusions were drawn. Four thematic peer researchers created, revised, and field-tested
the survey and interview.
Reliability
The researcher employed procedures for ensuring reliability. Quantitative
reliability means that the results from participants’ responses are consistent and stable
over time (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The researcher used internal reliability and
intercoder reliability to ensure the findings were reliable. The survey questions and
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interview questions were developed by the thematic peer researchers and a faculty
advisor, which limited the research’s personal bias. A script and questions were used to
ensure consistency with the interview data collection. A thematic peer researcher was
used as an expert observer to review the field-test interview. The faculty advisor had
experience as a researcher, experience as a female superintendent, and presented at
numerous conferences about women in leadership.
Intercoder reliability is a method for a researcher to check for bias while coding.
After the interviews were transcribed and verified, each question was coded to identify
common themes from the data. The themes were then sorted and categorized for each
research question. The researcher and another coder sorted and coded the data to
determine intercoder reliability. To establish intercoder reliability, at least 10% of the
data were coded by another coder, with an agreement of 80% or higher (Lombard,
Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2004). After the data were coded, a narrative analysis was
written identifying the common themes exhibited in each research question to construct a
story of connected events from various participants.
Data Collection
Data collection for this study involved the use of an electronic survey for
quantitative data collection and interviews for qualitative data collection. The interviews
were done face-to-face and via an online video conference application called Zoom.
Before conducting the data collection, the researcher became certified by the National
Institutes of Health Office of Extramural Research to conduct human research and
obtained approval from the Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB) to
conduct the study (see Appendices O and P). After receiving approval from the BUIRB,
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the researcher started the data collection process. The 11 participants received a copy of
the Institutional Review Board Informed Consent and Brandman University Bill of
Rights (see Appendices D and E), and an e-mail with a link to the survey. Before starting
the quantitative and qualitative data collection process, each participant gave her consent
to be part of the study. Throughout the research study, the researcher stored the data
utilizing a password-protected digital device and was the only person with access to the
data collected.
Quantitative Data Collection
The first step in the data collection process was e-mailing the informed consent
and electronic survey to participants. The electronic survey was developed utilizing the
computer-generated web-based program Google form. The informed consent described
the use of the data and guaranteed confidentiality (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
After reading and consenting to take part in the survey, the participants were given access
to open the survey. The participants were given 2 weeks to complete the survey, which
took between 10 to 15 minutes to complete. The researcher sent the participants two
reminder e-mails before the survey window closed.
Qualitative Data Collection
After the surveys were completed, interviews were scheduled with the
participants. Permission was obtained to record the interviews, and each interview lasted
approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Prior to the interview, the researcher began the process
with introductions and small talk to build rapport. Next, the researcher reviewed the
purpose of the study and started the interview. During the interview, the researcher took
notes, which enabled the researcher to identify nonverbal body language adding to the
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richness of the interview data. Participants were asked 13 main questions, each asking
for an example and strategy. An interview protocol and script were used to ensure
validity and reliability (see Appendix F). Also, the researcher added additional probing
questions to clarify the understanding of the questions. All the interviews were recorded
and transcribed utilizing an audio-to-text transcription app called Temi to help ensure
accuracy. After the transcription of the interview was completed, a copy was sent to the
participants to verify for accuracy. Finally, the verified transcript was uploaded to NVivo
for analysis of themes.
Data Analysis
The explanatory sequential design is a mixed-methods design in which the
researcher begins by conducting a quantitative phase and follows up on specific results
with a subsequent qualitative phase to help explain the quantitative results (Creswell,
2007). In mixed methods, the researcher integrates the two forms of data and their
results, organizes these procedures into specific research designs that provide the logic
and procedures for conducting the study, and frames these procedures within theory and
philosophy (Creswell, 2007). The qualitative phase was implemented for the purpose of
explaining the initial results in more depth, and the name of the design—explanatory—
reflects how the qualitative data help explain the quantitative results. The researcher
triangulated the data from the quantitative and qualitative data to determine the extent of
the phenomena. The research questions guided the data analysis for this study.
Quantitative Data Analysis
During the first step, the researcher implemented the quantitative phase that
included collecting and analyzing quantitative data through an online survey. Descriptive
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statistics were used to summarize, organize, and consolidate the number of observations
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Specifically, the survey results were collected and
analyzed to gain descriptive data such as the mode of the self-sabotaging behaviors. The
mode is used to measure the central tendency. The researcher assessed the mode to
determine which self-sabotaging behaviors occurred most frequently. The data for the
survey were collected with Google forms. Frequency distributions were established to
analyze the results of each research question asked. The frequencies and percentages of
participants who circled each level of response to the lists of self-sabotaging behaviors is
shown in Table 2, and the level of impact is shown in Figure 2.

Table 2
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Categories Experienced by Participants as Reported in Survey
Self-sabotaging behavior category

References

n

% of participants

Misunderstanding oneself

21

10

91

Fear and worrying

22

9

82

Thinking too small

17

9

82

Not taking time for reflection

17

9

82

Holding back

19

9

82

Dishonesty

15

6

55

Isolating

7

4

36

Infusing sex/gender role confusion

3

2

18

Disempowering women

2

2

18

Note. N represents the number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree
somewhat.
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Participants’ Belief that Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Had an
Impact on Their Career Development as Reported in
Survey

26%
Agree
74%
Disagree

Agree

Disagree

Figure 2. Participants’ belief that behaviors impact career development.

Qualitative Data Analysis
In the second step, the researcher refined the qualitative research questions and
data collection protocols, so they follow from the quantitative results. Interviews were
conducted to uncover the main points of the phenomena. As such, the qualitative phase
was integrated and depended on the quantitative results (Creswell, 2007). Integration in
an explanatory sequential study involves connecting the results from the initial
quantitative phase to help plan the follow-up qualitative data collection phase (Creswell,
2007). In the third step, the researcher collected and analyzed the qualitative data, which
included transcribing the interviews utilizing a transcription application called Temi. The
transcript was sent to the participants to review for accuracy. Once verified by the
participants, the researcher uploaded the transcription to NVivo so it could be coded and
analyzed for themes. NVivo is qualitative software that is used to help researchers
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evaluate and interpret the results (Fraser, 1999). Coding is the process of synthesizing
data for themes and then identifying similar passages of text with a code label so the data
can be counted to determine high-frequency themes (Patton, 2015). The researcher and a
second coder reviewed and coded the transcript to ensure interrater reliability. The
researcher compared the similarities and differences between the codes to develop
themes.
Finally, the researcher triangulated the data from the survey and interviews to
determine to what extent and in what ways the qualitative results explained and added
insight into the quantitative results and what overall was learned in response to the
study’s purpose. Triangulation refers to multiple data sources to corroborate data to
broaden one’s understanding of the phenomenon (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Conclusions were then drawn from the quantitative and qualitative strands of the study
(Creswell, 2007).
Ethical Consideration
The research study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Brandman
University and was conducted with written consent from each participant. Safeguards
were put into place to honor the rights of the female superintendents in the study and
ensure their anonymity. The participants were able to withdraw at any time, and the
researcher adhered to all ethical protections (Roberts, 2010). The data were stored in a
password-protected digital device, and the researcher was the only person with access to
the data collected.
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Limitations
Limitations are restrictions that occur in the study that are outside of the
researcher’s control (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Patton (2015) stated no research
designs are perfect. The limitations of this study included the location of the study,
sample size of the participants, time constraints, and bias of the researcher.
Location of the Study
Because of the large size of the state of California and the number of publicschool districts, the researcher utilized convenience sampling and purposeful sampling to
identify participants who met the study criteria and were closer to the home of the
researcher. As such, the researcher limited the participants to female superintendents
who were from school districts in Los Angeles County, Orange County, and San Diego
County. In addition, the participants only included female superintendents from public
school districts and did not include female superintendents from private, nonpublic, or
county office positions. Thus, the results of this study may only be generalized to public
school district superintendents from Los Angeles County, Orange County, and San Diego
County in California
Sample Size of the Participants
A total of 11 participants participated in the study. Though Patton (2015)
indicated that the sample size is appropriate for this mixed-methods study, the findings of
the study cannot be generalized to the overall population of female superintendents across
the United States. Participants who elected to participate in the study may be different
from those who did elect to participate in the study.
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Time Constraints
Time was also a limitation in this study because of the interview time constraints
of the sample participants. Superintendents have busy schedules with multiple priorities,
so the interview could not exceed 90 minutes. Keeping the interviews to no more than 90
minutes minimized the amount of time that needed to be given to the study, which may
limit the depth of the interview.
Bias of the Researcher
In addition, because of the interpretative nature of the qualitative research,
researcher bias may have factored into the analysis of the findings. Since the researcher
aspires to a higher level of leadership position in the field of education and has
experienced self-sabotaging behaviors through her career development, her bias may
have affected the interpretation of the results. To limit the effects of researcher bias, the
researcher kept a reflective journal to share her thoughts about the study.
Summary
Chapter III described the mixed methodology to provide a general overview of the
methodological structure used in this dissertation. The chapter began with a summary of
the chapter, the purpose statement, and research questions. Next, the research design
section explained the selection of a mixed-methods approach, quantitative data from
surveys, and qualitative data from interviews. The population of the study, sampling
frame, and sample selection process were examined. The quantitative and qualitative
instrumentation was then reviewed along with validity and reliability. Next, data
collection and analysis, as well as ethical considerations and limitations, were outlined.
The quantitative analysis and findings are presented in Chapter IV. Chapter V concludes
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the dissertation with a discussion of the findings and recommendations for future research
studies.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This mixed-methods study identified and described the self-sabotaging behaviors
experienced by female superintendents throughout their career development and explored
the impact these behaviors had on their career development. In addition, the study
identified strategies female superintendents used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
This research study used a framework that was adapted from Lerner’s (2012) thesis,
coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles (2003) to categorize female self-sabotaging
behaviors within nine overarching power domains. Chapter IV provides an overview of
the purpose of the study, the research questions, research methods, data collection
process used in this study, population, and sample. Chapter IV concludes with a
presentation of the data utilizing the research questions and a summary of the findings.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore
the impact these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female superintendents to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors.
Research Questions
The following research questions were used to guide this research:
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female superintendents experienced throughout
their leadership careers?
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2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
superintendents?
3. What strategies did female superintendents use throughout their leadership careers to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
An explanatory sequential mixed-methods study design was used to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore
the impact these behaviors have had on their career development. Further, the
explanatory sequential mixed-method study design identified strategies the female
superintendents employ to counteract the self-sabotaging behaviors. The first step in an
explanatory sequential mixed-methods design included collecting quantitative data
through a survey instrument completed by 11 female superintendents located in Los
Angeles, Orange, and San Diego Counties. The purpose of the survey was to identify
which self-sabotaging behaviors the female superintendents had experienced and
determined whether they had an impact. In the quantitative phase of the study, an online
survey was designed to determine women superintendents’ most prevalent selfsabotaging behaviors and the impact they have on their career development. The survey
also helped to familiarize the participants with the purpose of the research study.
The second phase of the sequential explanatory mixed-methods study included
semistructured one-on-one interviews with the 11 female superintendents to gain rich
information about the self-sabotaging behaviors that have impacted their career
development and the strategies they used to counteract them. A phenomenological
approach was used to gain a deeper understanding of the meaning of female
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superintendents’ lived experiences (Patton, 2015). Specifically, the purpose of using a
phenomenological approach was to gain awareness of the self-sabotaging behaviors that
have impacted the career development of the female superintendents and the strategies
they used to counteract them. The interviews were conducted in person and via Zoom
from January 2020 through February 2020.
Prior to data collection, participants were provided the Brandman Bill of Rights,
Informed Consent, and interview questions. Interviews were audio recorded and
transcribed utilizing the transcription application Temi. The transcript was coded using
the qualitative analysis software program NVivo. Themes were identified based on the
conceptual framework and any emerging themes.
Population
A population is derived from a sample based on a group the researcher is
interested in studying (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The results from the sample are
then generalized to the population (Patton, 2015). In California, there are approximately
944 public school superintendents. From the 944 public school superintendents, the
population for this study included approximately 255 female school superintendents
(AASA, TSSA, 2015). Those selected to participate in the study were from Orange, Los
Angeles, and San Diego Counties.
Sample
A sample is defined as a subgroup of a population (Salkind, 2004). From the
sampling frame, purposeful sampling and convenience sampling were used to identify the
sample for the study. Purposeful sampling was used to purposely select participants
representative of the population based on their experience with the phenomena
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(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Being purposeful enabled the researcher to focus on
the characteristics of the female superintendents. Convenience sampling is a
nonprobability method of selecting participants solely based on the accessibility and
availability to the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
There were 150 K-12 public school superintendents identified (Los Angeles
County Office of Education, 2019; Orange County Department of Education, 2019; San
Diego County Department of Education, 2019). From that list, a purposeful sampling
process was used to select superintendents who were female and had at least 2 years of
experience. There were 58 female superintendents identified. The second process
involved asking a panel of experts to nominate study participants who could fit the
criteria established for the study. A panel of expert retired female superintendents was
selected to make nominations from the list. The panel selected superintendents using the
following criteria: (a) exhibited strong verbal communication skills and (b) were
recognized for their support to mentor female superintendents or mentor those who
aspired to be superintendents. Each expert panel member nominated female
superintendents. The female superintendents who were nominated represented the
potential pool of candidates. From this pool of candidates, the researcher utilized
convenience sampling and identified candidates closest in proximity to the researcher to
be invited to take part in the study. The sample size included 11 female superintendents.
Demographic Data
To maintain the anonymity and confidentiality of the study participants, their
names and identifying information were omitted from the findings. The 11 study
participants were alphabetically identified from A through K and are outlined in Table 3.
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The sample included two female superintendents from Los Angeles County, five from
Orange County, and four from San Diego County. Six interviews took place in January
2020, and five interviews took place in February 2020.
Table 3
Participants Demographic Information

Study participant

Total years of service as a
superintendent

Month and year
of interview

A

9

January 2020

B

3

January 2020

C

3

February 2020

D

8

February 2020

E

5

January 2020

F

5

January 2020

G

7

February 2020

H

4

January 2020

I

11

February 2020

J

3

January 2020

K

2

February 2020

Presentation and Analysis of Data
Data collection included the use of an electronic survey for the quantitative phase
of the study followed by interviews for the qualitative phase of the study. The following
sections provide a description of the quantitative and quantitative data analysis.
Quantitative Data Analysis
The electronic survey was developed utilizing the computer-generated web-based
program Google form. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize, organize, and
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consolidate the number of findings from the survey. Specifically, the survey results were
collected and analyzed to gain descriptive data such as the mode of the self-sabotaging
behaviors. The mode is used to measure the central tendency. The researcher assessed
the mode to determine which self-sabotaging behaviors occurred most frequently. The
electronic 51 survey questions were closed ended and based on predetermined response
scales utilizing a 6-point Likert scale, which included the following numerical
assignment: strongly agree (1), agree (2), agree somewhat (3), disagree somewhat
(4), disagree (5), strongly disagree (6). Participants completed the survey first, which
was then followed by the interview.
Qualitative Data Analysis
The qualitative interview phase of the research study sought to gain insight into
female superintendents’ perceptions of which self-sabotaging behaviors had the most
impact on their career development and the strategies they used to overcome them.
Interviews involve direct interaction with participants and are flexible and adaptable
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The researcher used an interview protocol that was
based on the nine domains of women’s personal power framework (Lerner, 2012; Ryder
& Briles, 2003). The questions from the interview were structured and semistructured.
The interviews, which lasted between 45 to 90 minutes, were conducted face-to-face and
via an online video conference application called Zoom. The interview was recorded and
later transcribed utilizing the transcription application Temi. The transcript was coded
using the qualitative analysis software program NVivo. To answer the research
questions, the researcher coded emergent themes from the data based on the selfsabotaging behaviors and women’s power domain strategies outlined in the conceptual
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framework. Additionally, emergent themes were coded based on the impact identified by
study participants.
Interrater Reliability
To assess for reliability, the researcher used the interrater reliability process
(Lombard et al., 2004). Patton (2015) stated that interrater reliability measures the degree
of estimated reliability between one or more coders by each individually analyzing and
assessing the data to check for consistency. After the interviews were transcribed, the
researcher and a peer researcher individually coded at least 10% of the data to identify
common themes to determine intercoder reliability. After the coding was completed, a
clear link was made between the data, codes, and themes that emerged from the data to
verify at least an 80% agreement rate (Patton, 2015).
Research Question 1: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
The first research question asked, “What self-sabotaging behaviors have female
superintendents experienced throughout their leadership careers?” The survey and
interviews assessed which women had experienced the nine major categories of selfsabotaging behaviors and their corresponding subcategories. The following is a
presentation of the findings from the surveys and interviews.
Quantitative Data
The number of self-sabotaging behaviors in Table 2 represents the behaviors
participants rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree somewhat in the survey. In
addition, the number and percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging
behaviors are also listed. The top self-sabotaging behavior category referenced in the
survey was fear and worrying. Fear and worrying was cited 22 times by 82% of
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participants. However, 91% of the participants experienced misunderstanding oneself,
making it the self-sabotaging behavior experienced by most participants. The
misunderstanding oneself self-sabotaging behavior category was cited 21 times. Table 2
presents the rest of the findings (reproduced here for convenience).
Table 2
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Categories Experienced by Participants as Reported in Survey
Self-sabotaging behavior category

References

n

% of participants

Misunderstanding oneself

21

10

91

Fear and worrying

22

9

82

Thinking too small

17

9

82

Not taking time for reflection

17

9

82

Holding back

19

9

82

Dishonesty

15

6

55

Isolating

7

4

36

Infusing sex/gender role confusion

3

2

18

Disempowering women

2

2

18

Note. N represents the number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree
somewhat.

Table 4 highlights the most rated self-sabotaging behaviors subcategories and
their overarching major categories experienced by participants as reported in the survey.
The table includes the number and percentage of participants who rated either strongly
agree, agree, or agree somewhat. The top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory was I
have focused on a person criticizing me. It was referenced seven times by 64% of the
participants.
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Table 4
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Experienced Most by Participants as Reported in Survey
Self-sabotaging
behavior subcategory

Self-sabotaging
behavior category

n

% of
participants

I have focused on a person criticizing me

Misunderstanding oneself

7

64

I said “yes” to things when I actually
wanted to say “no”

Dishonesty

6

55

I often made perfection the standard in
my life
I minimized my value (“I’m just a . . . ”)

Thinking too small

6

55

Thinking too small

6

55

I mulled over my mistakes

Fear and worrying

6

55

I feared looking stupid

Fear and worrying

5

45

I feared being rejected

Fear and worrying

4

36

Note. N represents the number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree
somewhat.

Table 5 represents the least rated self-sabotaging behaviors subcategories and
their overarching major categories experienced by participants as reported in the survey.
The table includes the number and percentage of participants who rated either strongly
agree, agree, or agree somewhat. The following seven self-sabotaging behaviors did not
receive any ratings of agree: I have exhibited “girl-like” behaviors such as twirling my
hair or using baby talk, I have felt too busy to help other women, I have felt jealous of
other women who have “made it,” I have exhibited male-like qualities that aren’t part of
my natural personality, I resisted change, I have relied exclusively on female mentors,
and I have squashed my natural feminine qualities. Table 5 summarizes the findings.
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Table 5
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Least Experienced by Participants as Reported in Survey
Self-sabotaging
behavior subcategory

Self-sabotaging
behavior category

n

% of
participants

I have exhibited “girl-like” behaviors
such as twirling my hair or using baby
talk
I have felt too busy to help other women

Sex/gender role confusion

0

0

Disempowering women

0

0

I have felt jealous of other women who
have “made it”

Disempowering women

0

0

I have exhibited male-like qualities that
aren’t part of my natural personality

Disempowering women

0

0

I resisted change

Fearing and worrying

0

0

I have relied exclusively on female
mentors

Isolating

0

0

I have squashed my natural feminine
qualities

Sex/gender role confusion

0

0

I have flirted at work

Sex/gender role confusion

1

9

Note. N represents the number of participants who rated either strongly agree, agree, or agree
somewhat.

Qualitative Data
Table 6 represents the references to the self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by
participants during the interview. The number and percentage of participants who
experienced the self-sabotaging behaviors are also listed. The top self-sabotaging
behavior category referenced in the interviews was thinking too small. It was referenced
56 times by 100% of participants. The following self-sabotaging behaviors were also
referenced by 100% of the participants: holding back category (53) and fear and
worrying category (48). The misunderstanding oneself self-sabotaging behavior category
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was referenced 33 times by 90.91% of participants. An overview of the findings follows
on Table 6.
Table 6
Self-Sabotaging Behavior Categories Experienced by Participants as Reported in Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior category

References

n

% of participants

Thinking too small

56

11

100.00

Holding back

53

11

100.00

Fear & worrying

48

11

100.00

Misunderstanding oneself

33

10

90.91

Isolating

18

8

72.73

Not taking time for reflection

31

7

63.64

Dishonesty

22

7

63.64

Disempowering women

7

4

36.36

Infusing sex/gender role confusion

5

4

36.36

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

A comparison table was established in Table 7 to triangulate the ranking data
from the survey and interviews. The self-sabotaging behaviors were in order of most
cited to the least cited. Priority ranking was given if most participants selected the
behavior. The thinking too small self-sabotaging behavior category was ranked as
number one in the interviews while the misunderstanding oneself self-sabotaging
behavior category was ranked as number one in the survey. The fear and worrying selfsabotaging behavior category fell within the top three rankings in both the survey and
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interviews. In the survey, the fear and worrying self-sabotaging behavior category was
ranked in second place while in the interview it was ranked in third place. The lowest
ranked self-sabotaging behaviors categories in both the survey and interview included
infusing sex/gender role confusion and disempowering women.
Table 7
Comparison of Ranking of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Between Survey and Interviews
Interview
ranking

Survey
ranking

Thinking too small

1

4

Holding back

2

3

Fear & worrying

3

2

Misunderstanding oneself

4

1

Isolating

5

7

Not taking time for reflection

6

5

Dishonesty

7

6

Disempowering women

8

9

Infusing sex/gender role confusion

9

8

Self-sabotaging behavior category

Note. Ranking 1-9 is based on the self-sabotaging behaviors cited by participants. 1 represents the
top ranked and 9 represents the least ranked self-sabotaging behavior.

Thinking too small. Thinking too small was the top self-sabotaging behavior
category identified by participants during interviews. It was referenced 56 times by
100% of the participants. Table 8 provides an overview of the subcategories within the
thinking too small category. The subcategory I minimized my value was referenced the
most (25 times) by nine participants.
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Table 8
Thinking Too Small Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews
Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
Self-sabotaging behavior: Thinking too small

References

n

%

I minimized my value (“I’m just a . . . ”)

25

9

81.82

I often made perfection the standard in my life

18

7

63.64

I was not open to new experiences

8

4

36.36

I blamed others for why things aren’t going well

3

2

18.18

I did not have the courage to step out of my comfort zone

2

2

18.18

Note. % represents the percentage of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior.

Superintendent B shared how she and other women typically minimize their
value, which ultimately held them back:
I think sometimes before we let someone else discount us, we discount ourselves
first. I think it is a female thing because a male will say, I’m not worried.
They’re going to go for it. Men go for it and figure out stuff on the backend. We
have to figure everything else. And so what happens is we never get to the “go
for it” part.
Superintendent F discussed how she struggled with not feeling good enough and never
imagined she would be a superintendent because she did not fit the stereotype:
I think there’s just the confidence of thinking I’m not good enough. I think 20
years ago, I would’ve never thought I could be a superintendent in Orange
County. They only want a certain kind of person, but things have changed.
Because I didn’t come from a lot of money. My parents were not well off. They
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weren’t well educated. So I kind of thought that it’s the people who have parents
that are well educated.
Women often striving for perfection can think too small. Superintendent A shared that
perfectionism was a stumbling block in her life:
So perfectionism was something that has been a stumbling block in my own
personal life and my mindset, when sometimes you can get caught up in having a
particular bar that you’re trying to reach, that it can hold you back. Sometimes
good is okay, perfect is not necessary.
Superintendent C also discussed how striving for perfection caused her to lose out on
opportunities: “We do all of the choreography to try and make things perfect, and before
you know it, we have actually kind of out-thought ourselves out of the opportunity, and
the opportunity is gone.” Participants also shared examples of not being open to new
experiences. Superintendent G discussed how she used to see every job opportunity as
something she would be in permanently rather than a steppingstone and how doing so
held her back from applying for great opportunities:
I think every job I’ve had, it’s like this is the end of my career. I’m going to be
here for the rest of my life. I had no idea my career would turn out this way. I
felt that if I had taken a high school principal position, that I would be in that for
the rest of my career. The worst part for me was imagining being on the football
field every night. What people talk about in the high school principalship is how
all-consuming it is, late at night. I don’t have children and I actually used to
think, “What if I had kids and they were on the field that would be better.” But
the idea that it was going to be such a late night, every night, all-consuming job.
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And that it would be forever. I never dreamed that I would want to go to the
district level or that I would do something else. Now I look back and I think,
“Oh, I could have done that for 3 years and then something else.” I wish I had.
I mean even in my last job, I sat there for 9 years thinking that was permanent and
I wish I had been somebody else now. I moved fast when I was young, into a
principalship by my early thirties but then I started to worry about, “How am I
going to do this for 30 years until I’m 60?” But I wish I had been more thoughtful
about, “I’m going to move from here to there to there to there.” And had a
trajectory.
Table 9 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category thinking too small.
Thinking too small was identified by nine of the participants in the survey and 11
participants in the interview. I minimized my value was the top self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory for both the interview and survey in the thinking too small category. It was
identified by six participants in the survey and by nine participants in the interview. I
often made perfection the standard in my life was the second most identified subcategory.
It was identified by six participants in the survey and seven participants in the interview.
Table 9 presents the summary of the data.
Holding back. Table 10 represents the findings from the holding back category.
The data revealed that holding back was the second most self-sabotaging behavior
category identified by participants during the interview. Holding back was referenced 53
times by 100% of the participants. I felt insecure toward balancing work and family
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obligations was the top identified behavior in the holding back category. Superintendent
A described her regret for not speaking up early in her career:
There have been times when I have not spoken up, much earlier in my career,
things that I may have had the solution or the answer and/or at least a contribution
that I could make but would not speak up for fear of looking as a brand new
superintendent and just looking overconfident or looking arrogant. Whether or
not it’s held me back on my career, I don’t know, but it could have held back a
positive solution to something maybe that I’m not aware of.

Table 9
Thinking Too Small Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Sabotaging behavior:
Thinking too small

Behaviors reported
in surveys

Behaviors reported
in interviews

References

n

%

References

n

%

I minimized my value (“I’m
just a . . . ”)

6

6

54.55

25

9

81.82

I often made perfection the
standard in my life
I was not open to new
experiences
I did not have the courage to
step out of my comfort
zone
I blamed others for why
things aren’t going well

6

6

54.55

18

7

63.64

2

2

18.18

8

4

36.36

2

2

18.18

2

2

18.18

1

1

9.09

3

2

18.18

17

9

81.82

56

11

100.00

Total

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.
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Table 10
Holding Back Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews
Behaviors reported
in interviews
References
n
%

Self-sabotaging behavior: Holding back
I felt insecure toward balancing work and family
obligations

20

6

54.55

I preferred not to speak up in a meeting or group discussion

13

6

54.55

I have held back when I had the answer, question or
thought because I was concerned about what other
people think or the impression they will have of me

14

5

45.45

I preferred to sit in the back of the room at conferences or
meetings
I have avoided criticism

3

2

18.18

1

1

9.09

I have apologized unnecessarily

1

1

9.09

I have talked down to myself

1

1

9.09

I have made inflections rather than bold statements

0

0

0.00

I did not reach out for help when I needed it

0

0

0.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

She added that she did not accept compliments or take credit for her accomplishments out
of fear of being viewed as arrogant:
Not being able to accept compliments or be able to take credit for your
accomplishments, has to do with being worried about people perceiving you as
arrogant. And it goes back to that same issue, which is being focused on what
people think about you. And, and so you don’t want people to think poorly of
you. And particularly for women, men have very big, strong egos and people
don’t have an issue with it, but if a woman does, we’re perceived as arrogant or a
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know-it-all. So I do think it has everything to do with being concerned with how
people perceive us.
Superintendent G described how challenging it was for her to accept criticism from
others because it caused her to mull over it:
I think where I sabotaged myself is actually in my reluctance to understand my
weaknesses. When I was a principal in XXX, the first thing that the
superintendent made me do is one of those 360-degree things. I did not want to
do that. I was completely annoyed by it. Didn’t want anybody’s feedback.
Didn’t want to look at feedback. I attempted to figure out who wrote that. I don’t
take feedback very well. And I think it’s not good for me because I started to
perseverate and over worry that I don’t see it as growth. I see it as criticism, and I
start to get too negatively oriented around that kind of feedback.
The participants also shared times they struggled with balancing work and family
obligations. Superintendent E discussed how her decision to become a stay-at-home
mom later caused her to be denied a job:
I went back and I applied multiple times in the district where I had been 17 years,
10 as a very successful administrator and I was not rehired as a principal and I
think that speaks a lot to the mommy track, right, what happens when you do that
detour. I knew it was going to be hard. I did not know what was going to be that
hard emotionally, so I moped, and I was sad for like a few months.
Superintendent J reported how she initially turned down a position because she had
children and did not want to work far from home:
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So all these other districts come and visit and then I get a call from XXX, “We
want you to be our director of ed services.” And I said, no. I had my second
child at that point, and I thought I can’t drive to XXX, I live down here.
The superintendents reported not speaking up in groups or meetings because they did not
believe their input would be valued. Superintendent K said,
I prefer not to speak up in a meeting or a group discussion. So in one of my
previous positions we had a kind of senior management team. There were four of
us in there. And there was clearly a leader of the team, and the other three
members of the team. And it became apparent to me that the leader of the team
really relied on the input and advice and direction of one of the team members,
and not of the other team members. And so, at that point, it didn’t matter to speak
up, or to participate in a group discussion, because it didn’t matter.
Superintendent B shared that she often held back out of concern of not being able to
articulate herself:
This is really speaking to me because as I mentioned public speaking, even
though I do a lot of it, I still feel very uncomfortable in that arena so that’s
something that I’m working on. Therefore, there’s times when I can speak up and
then I feel a little shy about what I’m going to say because I don’t know if I am
making sense. Am I going to say the right thing? Am I going to stumble over my
words? And I’m quite a chatty Cathy like you can tell I’m talking to you, but in a
group of people, all of a sudden, I can get a little quiet. So sometimes I’m like to
just stand in the back.
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Table 11 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category holding back. Holding
back was identified by nine of the participants in the survey and 11 participants in the
interview. For the interviews, I felt insecure toward balancing work and family
obligations was the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory. It was identified by six
participants. In the survey, I have apologized unnecessarily, and I have talked down to
myself were the top self-sabotaging behaviors subcategories. Table 11 presents the
summary of the data.
Fear and worrying. Table 12 represents a summary of the data from interviews
related to the self-sabotaging behavior fear and worrying. All the participants referenced
fear and worrying a total of 48 times during the interview. Within the fear and worrying
category, the I felt like an imposter on the job was the highest rated subcategory. It was
referenced 18 times by eight participants.
Superintendent C described how because she held back voicing her concerns with
her former boss, she ended up not giving him what he wanted, which led to him making
her feel incompetent:
He wanted a video of one of our teachers doing a small guided reading session
with the kids. We didn’t have any. Rather than telling him, “We don’t have any,”
I scrambled and got one made, and he came back later and said it was awful. The
video was awful. Even the sound was probably not great, because we’re talking
about my attempt to complete a task, not having maybe the best equipment, but
that he also thought the content and delivery was awful, and we couldn’t use it.
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Table 11
Holding Back Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Holding back

Behaviors reported
in surveys
References
n
%

Behaviors reported
in interviews
References
n
%

I felt insecure toward
balancing work and
family obligations
I preferred not to speak up
in a meeting or group
discussion

2

2

18.18

20

6

54.55

1

1

9.09

13

6

54.55

I have held back when I had
the answer, question or
thought because I was
concerned about what
other people think or the
impression they will have
of me

0

0

0.00

14

5

45.45

I preferred to sit in the back
of the room at
conferences or meetings

0

0

0.00

3

2

18.18

I have apologized
unnecessarily
I have talked down to
myself
I have avoided criticism

5

5

45.45

1

1

9.09

5

5

45.45

1

1

9.09

2

2

18.18

1

1

9.09

I made inflections rather
than make bold
statements

3

3

27.27

0

0

0.00

I did not reach out for help
when I needed it
Total

1

1

9.09

0

0

0.00

19

9

81.82

53

11

100.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.
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Couldn’t use the video now and “Look, now we don’t have a video.” I think in
terms of fear and worrying, rather than me saying to him, and the fear of maybe
looking stupid, “Look, we don’t have a video. We’re going to have to go about it
a different way. Maybe we go and do an observation or something instead as a
team or have her come around” and just pivoting in that situation, I worried about
not having the task completed that he asked me to complete, and, in essence,
showed him, maybe again, my inability to lead or to stand up to him for the fear
of looking stupid. So he made me, again, feel stupid.

Table 12
Fear and Worrying Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews
Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Self-sabotaging behavior: Fear and worrying
I felt like an imposter on the job
I mulled over my mistakes

18
9

8
5

72.73
45.45

I feared being rejected

7

5

45.45

I feared looking stupid

8

4

36.36

I resisted change

5

3

27.27

I became anxious when thinking about a change in
my career
I felt out of control in an unfamiliar situation

1

1

9.09

0

0

0.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

Some of the participants attributed their upbringing as the reason they feared and
worried. Superintendent F shared how her mom always pointing out her mistakes
growing up caused her to fear and worry.
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Well, I think that so many things go back to your upbringing. I had great parents
who were married. They passed away, but I had a mom who was always pushing
me to become better and better and better, and always feeling like I wasn’t living
up. I had a dad that was more of a, “I love you the way you are and you’re always
going to be good enough.” I love what you’re saying here on fear and worry, and
felt like an imposter, fear of looking stupid, fear of being rejected. And I think
that comes from that mom element, always pointing out your mistakes, always
pointing out your mistakes. And even me in my early 60s you know, thinking
back of fear and worry and I think every superintendent, I think every leader has
that feeling.
Superintendent K attributed feeling fear and worry and the imposter syndrome as
something that is a normal part of starting something new:
I would say it didn’t matter if I was a principal, a director, assistant superintendent
or superintendent, when you start something new, there’s a little bit of this, I
would categorize fear of looking stupid and feeling like an imposter, kind of interrelated there, obviously in a new position, not knowing what you don’t know, and
then the impacts of that.
The participants shared feeling like an imposter when starting out in a higher-level
position. Participant A shared how she felt when she understood the gravity of her new
position as a superintendent:
But I think in my own mind, so things like feeling like an imposter, I remember
when I first became a superintendent, I went from being a director to being a
superintendent. I was never an assistant superintendent. And so I remember
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when I first started having that incredible sense of just the weight of the
responsibility for the position and feeling really just there’s so much about this
job that there’s no way to learn until you’re actually in the job. And so, feeling
like an imposter.
To further support the surreal feeling of being a superintendent, Superintendent G stated,
There are times where I sit in a room now and I think, “Oh my God, I’m a
superintendent.” It just seems like why on earth are people trusting me with all of
this. The second time I probably felt a little like an imposter was when I was a
principal. So the assistant principal thing, I was the right hand of my boss. It was
at the school where I knew everyone. I grew into that out of necessity and them
asking me to. And I helped in the office and then I just had the job. But when I
was so young, I really felt young when I was 31 and a full principal and felt a
sense of great responsibility to the kids that they were depending on me because
the families were depending on me in a really profound way.
Superintendent K reported how she felt being the first African American superintendent
in her district:
Being an African American woman, and even though this is a very diverse school
district, knowing that I would be the first African American woman in this role, I
just couldn’t even wrap my mind around that because I think that naturally there
are some things that kind of go along with that. Feeling that people would
question if I was qualified enough. Feeling like people wouldn’t think that I had
enough experience, or that I was the right person.
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As a Hispanic woman who grew up in a low-income household, Superintendent E shared
how she felt like an imposter because of how people treated her:
I like this concept of I feel like an imposter on the job, especially as a
superintendent because I come from a poor background. I’ve been in situations
where elected officials, whatever it may be, I think the weirdest one for me, I
went to a meeting of CEOs at the XXX. It was a White room, White males for
the most part and that happens with regularity. So I walk in, and a tall, big man,
he thinks I am the help.
Participants also reported their tendency to mull over mistakes. Superintendent A shared
an example of how she frequently mulled over mistakes but did not believe it negatively
impacted her career.
I wake up at night and lay awake for two hours and mull over things in my head
endlessly. I do it all the time. And I think this is common for women,
particularly. That we have a way of ruminating over and over things in our brain,
whether it’s a mistake we’ve made, or if the decision we have to make. Now, that
behavior is something that is very common, very much a part of my life. But it’s
not anything that has been sabotaging to my career.
Superintendent H recalled how she mulled over not doing well on a job interview:
During my student teaching my first review was horrible. They said I was saying,
“Um,” in every other sentence. I was slang talking with the kids. I wasn’t
dressed professional, and I was 20 something and that’s still sticks to me. I think
that I’ve had experiences when I was younger, then I went home and just talk
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about fear and worrying. Just perseverating on that and going, “Oh, I can’t do
that. I don’t want to do that.”
Some of the participants also shared how mulling over one’s mistake allowed them to not
repeat the same mistake twice. Superintendent K reported,
I remember the board, all five board members, being at this barbecue and being
able to say, and try to involve the employee groups, “I’m like all of you, I make
mistakes, I’m going to make mistakes as are you.” I remember turning to the
board and saying, “So I’m going to make mistakes.” And they all looked and
smiled at me. I said, nonetheless, when I make a mistake, it’s important that I
learn from that mistake and I don’t make the same make twice. So with that also
in that category is mulling over your mistakes. I still do that, but not as much,
because what I try to do now is, I try and focus on, what would I do differently
moving forward.
Winston (2019) found that women are often afraid of the political aspect involved in
being a superintendent. Superintendent G elaborated on being fearful of the political
elements of the job:
I was very fearful about the political elements of being a superintendent. That it’s
a highly political job. It’s the kind of job that’s high risk in the sense that it’s on
the average, superintendents leave their positions within 3.2 years or 2.8 is now a
new statistic. People get fired a lot. That was really very frightening to me.
The fact that superintendents are on a temporary contract further added to participants’
fear and worrying. Superintendents B described being terrified about the daunting
statistics of the lack of longevity in the profession:
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Being a superintendent and knowing the lifespan of a typical superintendent,
that’s terrifying. I think right now it’s down to what 18 months in California as
far as how long a superintendent on average can stay.
Table 13 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category fear and worrying. Fear
and worrying was identified by nine of the participants in the survey and 11 participants
in the interview. For the interviews, I felt like an imposter on the job was the top selfsabotaging behavior subcategory. It was identified by eight participants. In the survey, I
mulled over my mistakes was top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory. Table 13
presents the summary of the data.
Table 13
Fear and Worrying Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Fear and worrying
I felt like an imposter on
the job
I mulled over my mistakes
I feared being rejected
I feared looking stupid
I resisted change
I became anxious when
thinking about a change
in my career
I felt out of control in an
unfamiliar situation
Total

Number of participants
behaviors reported
in surveys
References
n
%

Number of participants
behaviors reported
in interviews
References
n
%

3

3

27.27

18

8

72.73

6
4
5
0
2

6
4
5
0
2

54.55
36.36
45.45
0.00
18.18

9
7
8
5
1

5
5
4
3
1

45.45
45.45
36.36
27.27
9.09

2

2

18.18

0

0

0.00

22

9

81.82

48

11

100.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.
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Misunderstanding oneself. Table 14 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category misunderstanding oneself.
There were 10 participants who referenced the misunderstanding oneself category a total
of 33 times during the interview. Within the misunderstanding oneself category, the I
have been resistant to describe or talk about my accomplishments to others for fear of
trumpeting ego was the highest rated subcategory. It was referenced 10 times by five
participants.

Table 14
Misunderstanding Oneself Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews
Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References
n
%

Self-sabotaging behavior: Misunderstanding
oneself
I have been resistant to describe or talk about
my accomplishments to others for fear of
trumpeting ego
I could not accept compliments or praise
I did not accept parts of myself that needed
development
I have focused on a person criticizing me
I have hated to be wrong
I have been reluctant to seek out feedback that
would help me improve

10

5

45.45

11
3

4
3

36.36
27.27

5
4
0

2
1
0

18.18
9.09
0.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

The participants reported how they felt uncomfortable accepting compliments,
talking about their accomplishments, and often attributing their success to their team,
rather to just themselves. Superintendent F shared how difficult it was for her to talk
about her accomplishments out of fear of trumpeting the ego of others: “I think that I’ve
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been resistant to describe or talk about my accomplishments for fear of looking like too
egotistical.” Rather than taking all the credit for their success, participants acknowledged
giving credit to their team. Superintendent A elaborated and shared that she attributed
the success to the collective group out of fear of appearing arrogant:
I think that there is a fear of that becoming something that makes you feel like
you’re being arrogant. I tend to use “we” predominantly in the way that I talk
about our work because it is a collective impact. It’s not a just single person
who’s making things happen.
She added,
Early on, accepting a compliment very early in my career was something that I
would absolutely deflect onto other people. And to some degree, I really work
hard to make sure that the accolades and/or the support for the work that I do, that
I immediately recognize it as a contribution of many. It’s not the contribution of
me as a single person.
The superintendents discussed how their upbringing and culture caused them to have a
hard time sharing their accomplishments with others. Superintendent D reported,
In my culture as a Chinese American woman, you don’t go around tooting your
own horn. Well, I think in the culture itself, there’s a saying about the nail that
stands up gets hammered down. For me, I just was always very respectful of that,
you just don’t go around touting your accomplishments all the time.
Being humble as a result of one’s upbringing was a consistent theme among the
participants. Superintendent J reported,
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My parents have always taught us to be very humble and I think that’s where it
starts. I mean, you don’t post about your accomplishments, you just say thank
you and move on. So I know that’s where it started.
Often, superintendents are socialized to think they should accept all the blame for things
that go wrong and when things go right, others should get the credit. Superintendent J
explained, “I would say as far as talking about my own accomplishments, I think as
superintendents we’re trained that we accept the blame and then others get the credit,
which is fine with me.” Some of the superintendents shared how difficult it was for them
to come to terms with areas they needed to further develop. Superintendent F stated she
avoided confronting parts of herself that needed growth: “Where I doubted myself or
where I felt stupid, I would stay away from those areas.” In contrast, Superintendent B
shared how focusing on someone criticizing her caused her to change drastically to try to
appease her, which caused her to lose sight of what was important:
I felt that because I wasn’t sure of my voice, I did not come forward in a very
strong and convicted way, which allowed for this person to create just stress,
drama and confusion. I felt myself trying to figure out what this person is about
and try to appease this person to the point where it was like I wasn’t even doing
the things that I really needed to do because I was so worried about this person
and how they were going to feel, and what they were going to say, and what they
were going to do. It was like this debilitating obsession so that I was secondguessing just even my core values. It lasted a long period of time. When you
have something like that happen if you don’t have a way to stop it, it just slowly
chips away at you that I became unrecognizable to myself, if that makes sense.
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Superintendent C provided an example of how one criticism from her superintendent
negatively impacted her:
Rather than focusing on what I was doing well over the many years that we were
together, he pulled me aside, and it was a really casual conversation. So I wasn’t
expecting this big thing that he told me, but he said, “It’s one thing to have a
vision, but it’s another thing to be visionary.” His perception was that I was not
being visionary. So instead of motivating me to try to figure out, “Okay, how can
I be more visionary?” it actually stumped me for quite a while, in terms of my
ability to look at things and . . . Visionary leadership, if I was reading something,
or if I was at a workshop and they were talking about that topic, it actually created
a really negative feeling for me, like I was less than because this man
superintendent told me that.
Table 15 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category misunderstanding oneself.
The misunderstanding oneself category was identified by 73% of participants in the
survey and 91% of participants in the interviews. For the interviews and survey, I have
been resistant to describe or talk about my accomplishments to others for fear of
trumpeting ego was the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory. It was identified by
five participants in the interviews and seven times in the survey. In the survey, I have
focused on a person criticizing me was also one of the top self-sabotaging behavior
subcategories. Table 15 presents the summary of the data.
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Table 15
Misunderstanding Oneself Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Misunderstanding oneself

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in surveys
References n
%

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References n
%

I have been resistant to
describe or talk about my
accomplishments to others
for fear of trumpeting ego
I could not accept
compliments or praise
I did not accept parts of
myself that needed
development
I have focused on a person
criticizing me
I have hated to be wrong

7

7

63.64

10

5

45.45

5

5

45.45

11

4

36.36

0

0

0.00

3

3

27.27

7

7

63.64

5

2

18.18

0

0

0.00

4

1

9.09

I have been reluctant to seek
out feedback that would
help me improve

2

2

18.18

0

0

0.00

21

8

72.72

33

10

90.91

Total

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

Isolating. Table 16 represents a summary of the data from interviews related to
the self-sabotaging behavior category isolating. Eight participants referenced the
isolating self-sabotaging behavior category a total of 18 times during the interview.
Within the isolating category, the I have been afraid to reach out to people I didn’t
already know was the highest rated subcategory. It was referenced six times by four
participants.
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Table 16
Isolating Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews
Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References
N
%

Self-sabotaging behavior: Isolating
I have been afraid to reach out to people I didn’t
already know
I was unaware of the types of support needed to move
ahead in my career
I felt guilty for taking up too much of people’s time
I have relied exclusively on female mentors
I relied only on networking upstream

6

4

36.36

3

2

18.18

3
6
0

2
2
0

18.18
18.18
0.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

The participants shared examples of how they engaged in the self-sabotaging
behavior isolating. Superintendent K reflected on her regret for not connecting with
another superintendent because she did not want to take up her time:
My first year as superintendent, so the neighboring district of XXX had
previously gone through about nine months of some pretty contentious discussion
around building a new school, closing one of their schools, and what not. When I
came on, so I started in July, and then in October, I hit a very similar theme of
building a new school. I didn’t have the other two things that she had going on. I
didn’t know her, and I don’t want to bother people, so I wanted to do some
homework prior to reaching out to her. It really is more because I didn’t want to
take her time, but I should’ve called her sooner, because I think it would have
forged into a more collegial relationship.
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As an African American, Superintendent B shared her observations of African Americans
not asking for help:
As I started to go to conferences, I realized all these superintendents had coaches.
When I look at African Americans and when we’re moving ahead there’s a lot of
things that we don’t ask for. And there are a lot of things that our counterparts of
different ethnicities do. And we’re not doing ourselves any favor.
The example from Superintendent E could provide insights into why women of color are
more reluctant to reach out for help. Superintendent E reported feeling more comfortable
associating with others with similar background:
I think the one place where I find myself that I’m like, “I should be doing better at
that” is networking, but I really think that has to do with, again, the imposter
syndrome because I don’t come from a middle-class background. I don’t golf. I
don’t entertain in that way. I work. That’s all I do. I work and so that idea of
going out and networking is foreign to me. I’m working on it, but I’m not really
good at it. So if somebody were to say, “Oh, how do I network?” I’m like, “I
don’t know. You tell how me to network because I don’t know how to do that.”
I get to watch my colleagues, they’re so good at it and I’m like, “God, I don’t
know how to do that.” And even in XXX, very few Latinos, you feel comfortable
with people who understand your background.
Similarly, Superintendent F shared how she only felt comfortable reaching out to people
she already knew:
I would always just reach out to people that I knew. Whenever I was applying for
a job, it’s because somebody knew somebody over here. I think that sometimes
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when I was looking for a superintendent job, I didn’t reach out to enough people.
I’ll just give an example. Like, Oh, those are the XXX group. I’m not one of
those people. They’re only going to hire them. He’s going to get it.
A couple of the superintendents gave examples of how they exclusively reached out to
female mentors but did not identify it to be something negative because they found value
in the relationships:
I do rely exclusively on female mentors. I would say the people that I call the
most for informal support are also female. So that one surprised me a little bit,
that that could be isolating.
Table 17 is comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category isolating. The isolating
category was identified by four participants in the survey and eight participants in the
interview. For the interviews, I have been afraid to reach out to people I didn’t already
know was the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory identified. It was identified by
four participants six times. In the survey, I was unaware of the types of support needed
to move ahead in my career and I felt guilty for taking up too much of people’s time were
the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategories. They were each identified two times by
two participants. Table 17 presents the summary of the data.
Not taking time for reflection. Table 18 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category not taking time for reflection.
There were seven participants who referenced the not taking time for reflection category
a total of 31 times during the interview. It was the sixth highest reference selfsabotaging. Within the not taking time for reflection category, the I have not allowed
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myself to experience “down time” was the highest rated subcategory. It was referenced
six times by four participants.
Table 17
Isolating Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Isolating
I have been afraid to reach out
to people I didn’t already
know
I was unaware of the types of
support needed to move
ahead in my career
I felt guilty for taking up too
much of people’s time
I have relied exclusively on
female mentors
I relied only on networking
upstream
Total

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in surveys
References n
%

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References n
%

1

1

9.09

6

4

36.36

2

2

18.18

3

2

18.18

2

2

18.18

3

2

18.18

1

1

9.09

6

2

18.18

1

1

9.09

0

0

0.00

7

4

36.36

18

8

72.73

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.
Table 18
Not Taking Time for Reflection Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior: Not taking time for reflection
I have not allowed myself to experience “down time”
I have not taken vacations when I could
I have not allowed myself to mourn losses or cry
I have kept busy to avoid being alone
I have hated to “be wrong”
I have held a grudge with someone

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References
N
%
16
6
8
1
0
0

7
4
3
1
0
0

63.64
36.36
27.27
9.09
0.00
0.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.
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Superintendent F shared how she did not have time to mourn the death of her
sister because of the demands of the superintendency:
I am concerned a bit that I’ve become a little hardened. And I don’t know if
that’s because I worked in HR for so long. To be more sensitive. My sister
passed away when I was a new superintendent. I mean my first year or first 6
weeks on the job. I don’t think it impacted my career development, but I had a
hard time with her death and if maybe I had been in a different career, I would
have had more time to process. I don’t know if it really impacted my career, but I
think it may be impacted some of my personal relationships with my family.
Superintendent I shared how she tries not to get emotional in front of others even during
difficult times because she believes the standards for men are different than women:
I think women are held to a different standard. I think it’s unfortunate, but I think
it’s true about being emotional and what they expect from a woman versus a man.
And I think so, you’re tough at the time. And then they’re all these moments
where you got to let it go in private.
Superintendent J also echoed the keen awareness of not being emotional in front of others
as well as the difficulty with having down time, “I don’t take vacations. It’s hard to be
away. And I think females have to be pretty careful at times to be emotional in front of
people. And downtime, I don’t have. I don’t have time.” Superintendent A reported how
not taking downtime or vacations caused her to become ill:
Not taking enough downtime or not using vacation days, that’s a very common
occurrence for me. I’m getting better about it now. But one very specific
example is that this last fall, I got very, very sick for the first time, that it actually
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kept me out of work for 3 weeks. That’s never happened before. I mean, I had
been sick before, but I got shingles. And my doctor . . . I knew it was coming too.
I had this kind of, I don’t want to say premonition, but I knew I was getting sick
and I knew something was really wrong. I went into the doctor and my doctor,
she just looked at me and said, “Okay, what is happening?” I literally just broke
down sobbing. I had put myself in such a pressure cooker, particularly related to
this new, very difficult board member that I am working with. That was a huge
wake-up call, that I had not been appropriately finding a place for working with
this very difficult person, number one. I was allowing it to emotionally affect me
and in a really big way. And then you combine that with, this is a very stressful
job on the natural, so a perfect storm of no vacation, pressure cooker, not taking
the time that you need to take, and I literally just made myself sick. And it was
such that, not necessarily my career development, but by my own wellbeing was
affected by these behaviors, these things that you’re describing in this category. It
was a huge wake-up call for me.
Superintendent K shared how she has a large vacation balance: “This is definitely an area
of growth for me. Most of them except for ‘I don’t mind being wrong’ and ‘I don’t really
hold grudges,’ but the first four definitely. So my vacation balance is large.”
Superintendent B shared how she had little downtime because she felt pressure from her
board to work 24 hours, 7 days a week:
So living in this city and working in this city, having my daughter as a student in
this district, my husband works in this district, we’re very entrenched here. And
so I think the expectation is every event I need to be at because I’m close by. I
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will say, though, that is an expectation that has been put very uniquely on me that
was never for any other superintendent, especially, male superintendents. So if
I’m not at an event, or I’m not at every sporting event, or I’m not there, then
there’s criticism, which I don’t think would be if I were a male or White male
would be the case. I think that it’s something that I’m working on because when I
was hired one of my board members said, “You work 24 hours, 7 days a week.
You have no break.”
Superintendent D further supported this claim of working 24/7:
I’ve always viewed, especially the role of a superintendent, as being a 24/7
position, all year long. The reason I say that is because no matter whether it’s a
holiday or spring vacation, summer vacations, when I do try to leave the area, and
no matter what, I’ve always known that board members would contact me,
regardless.
Table 19 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category not taking time for
reflection. The not taking time for reflection category was identified by nine participants
in the survey and seven participants in the interview. For the interviews, I have not
allowed myself to experience “down time” was the top self-sabotaging behavior
subcategory identified. It was identified by seven participants 16 times. In the survey, I
have hated to “be wrong” was the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory. It was
identified by five participants. Table 19 presents the summary of the data.
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Table 19
Not Taking Time for Reflection Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior: Not
taking time for reflection

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in surveys
References n
%

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References n
%

I have not allowed myself to
experience “down time”
I have not taken vacations
when I could
I have not allowed myself to
mourn losses or cry
I have kept busy to avoid
being alone
I have hated to “be wrong”

4

4

36.36

16

7

63.64

4

4

36.36

6

4

36.36

3

3

27.27

8

3

27.27

1

1

9.09

1

1

9.09

5

5

45.45

0

0

0.00

I have held a grudge with
someone
Total

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

17

9

81.82

31

7

63.64

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

Dishonesty. Table 20 represents a summary of the data from interviews related to
the self-sabotaging behavior category dishonesty. There were seven participants who
referenced the dishonesty category a total of 22 times during the interview. Within the
dishonesty category, the I said “yes” to things when I actually wanted to say “no” was
the highest rated subcategory. It was referenced seven times by six participants. I
remained silent in a situation when it would have been best to speak up subcategory had
the most references (11) but it was only cited by four participants.
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Table 20
Dishonesty Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews
Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References
N

Self-sabotaging behavior: Dishonesty
I said “yes” to things when I actually wanted
to say “no”
I remained silent in a situation when it would
have been best to speak up
I took sides when I really wanted to stay
neutral
I have been nice as a way to avoid
confrontation

%

7

6

54.55

11

4

36.36

2

2

18.18

2

2

18.18

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

There were 55% of participants who shared feelings of cognitive dissonance with
the term dishonesty because they considered the subcategories to be strategies rather than
self-sabotaging behaviors. White, Harvey, and Fox (2016) found that in order to be a
politically intelligent leader, one must adjust their behaviors to deal with different
political styles. Superintendent H referenced utilizing staying neutral as a strategy to get
ahead:
I took sides when I really wanted to stay neutral. I think that the higher you get in
administration; you have to have some of these qualities. I think what I’m
struggling with, is the fact that it’s called dishonesty. I’m having a hard time
thinking about the word dishonesty in that sabotage category because I don’t see
it as dishonest.
Superintendent I also shared an example of how she said” yes” as a smoothing strategy:
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For me it’s like sometimes I say “yes” when I really want to say “no.” And I
think it’s still a smoothing strategy. Saying “We’ll figure that out.” I may not do
it the way the person thinks we’re going to do it, but I think it’s part of the reality
of the work I do. You have a trustee super passionate about something and you’re
always trying to figure it out, how do you fit it within the coherence of a theory of
action? How do you help them, right? Or even community members or elected.
So I think that’s what I struggle with.
Furthermore, Superintendent H saw remaining silent as critical strategy to moving ahead:
I see it more as moving an organization forward by having sometimes to remain
silent in situations when you should not speak up. I see as a strategy. I don’t see
it as dishonest. And I think that can be the problem in someone’s career
development, is that, that’s a skill. That’s a skill and I just don’t see it as
dishonest. If we’re talking about a superintendent, I don’t feel that I do that in
this category. I think it could be the demise of a superintendent. I mean you can’t
get to this level without having opportunities where you’ve kept your mouth shut
or said yes to something even though you wanted to say no to something.
Superintendent F shared how she often found herself saying “yes” to things just to be a
team player:
I’ve said “yes” to a lot of things that I wish I hadn’t, just because I want to be seen
like a team player. People ask me to do things, I volunteer to do things, you
know, like all the ACSA [Association of California School Administrators] work.
I would always volunteer to do things and it’s like, why am I doing this? I mean,
some of it, not all of it. I was overextending myself sometimes, but you just want
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to seem like you’re going to be accepted or stay connected. So I was always
saying “yes” and I wish sometimes I had not, and I think I say “no” more now
than then I used to.
Superintendent J discussed how her challenges with saying “yes” often led to her being
over committed:
I say “yes” to things that I want to say “no” to. I think over committing is very
common. Because you want to be involved with your work, your kids, your
husband and your parents and I try really hard to be accommodating to all of
those people that are important to me. And sometimes you just want to say “no.”
The participants noted times when it was difficult confronting others. Superintendent C
shared how she feared confronting an employee because she was worried about her
reaction:
There are times where I feel like I want to confront her in terms of how she’s
either dealing with people or how she’s treating people, and I avoid the
confrontation. In essence, I’m dishonest with how I think she’s being perceived
or how she’s treating other people. Where sometimes I feel like I should be
confronting her, I don’t, as a means to avoid the confrontation, and it’s because
it’s either impacting other people . . . I think I’m maybe a little bit afraid how
she’ll respond to it. I probably devalue her as a person and as a leader when I do
that, and I get that. But it’s almost as a means just to keep everything calm. But
what’s happening in the background is it’s not calm. The actions that she’s doing.
So dishonesty is a real thing.
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Table 21 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category dishonesty. The I said
“yes” to things when I actually wanted to say “no” category was identified by six
participants in both the survey and interviews. In the survey, I have been nice as a way to
avoid confrontation was also the top self-sabotaging behavior subcategory. It was
identified six times by six participants. Table 21 presents the summary of the data.
Table 21
Dishonesty Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Dishonesty

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in surveys
References n
%

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References n
%

I said “yes” to things when I
actually wanted to say “no”

6

6

54.55

7

6

54.55

I remained silent in a situation
when it would have been
best to speak up

2

2

18.18

11

4

36.36

I have been nice as a way to
avoid confrontation
I took sides when I really
wanted to stay neutral
Total

6

6

54.55

2

2

18.18

1

1

9.09

2

2

18.18

15

6

54.55

22

7

63.64

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

Disempowering women. One of the least referenced self-sabotaging behavior
experienced by participants was disempowering other women. It was referenced by four
participants seven times. Within the disempowering other women category, the I have
talked behind a woman’s back subcategory was referenced most by participants. Table
22 provides an overview of the data.
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Table 22
Disempowering other Women Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews
Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References
n

Self-sabotaging behavior: Disempowering
other women
I have talked behind a woman’s back
I have felt jealous of other women who
have “made it”
I have felt too busy to help other women
I thought, why I should help other women
since I did it the hard way
I have held women to a higher standard at
work than men

%

3

3

75.00

4

2

18.18

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

Superintendent K shared her experience with being competitive with other women
to get ahead:
When I was a teacher leader and trying to become an assistant principal, I felt that
I wasn’t clear on whether or not the pathway was, you are next in line for the
position, or that the position was going to be awarded based on merit. So because
of not having clarity on that, I would say I was very competitive.
Superintendent G reported that as an external processer, she sometimes catches herself
talking behind women’s back so she intentionally makes it a point now to vent with her
spouse:
One of the things I worry about is this talking behind other women’s back. I am
an external processor and I catch myself doing that. In the superintendency you
cannot do that. So I do that at home. I have to really; I think a strategy is
choosing who you talk to when you just want to vent. I think being really

141

careful about, I think people who can internally process are really lucky. I need to
think . . . you can tell in this interview. I like to think about things. I come to
conclusions by speaking to myself. I have to be careful as a superintendent not to
speak in rough draft because people will run off and do what I say when it’s not
fully cooked. So I’m more cautious about that now.
Table 23 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category disempowering other
women. Within the disempowering other women category, the I have talked behind a
woman’s back subcategory was identified by most participants in the survey and
interviews. Table 23 presents the summary of the data.
Table 23
Disempowering Other Women Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Disempowering other women
I have talked behind a
woman’s back
I have felt jealous of other
women who have “made
it”
I have held women to a
higher standard at work
than men
I have felt too busy to help
other women
I thought, why I should help
other women since I did it
the hard way
Total

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in surveys
References
n
%

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References n
%

2

2

18.18

3

3

27.27

0

0

0.00

4

2

18.18

1

1

9.09

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

3

11

100.00

7

4

36.36

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.
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Infusing sex/gender role confusion. Table 24 represents a summary of the data
from interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category infusing sex/gender role
confusion. The participants referenced the infusing sex/gender role confusion category a
total of five times during the interview. Within the infusing sex/gender role confusion
category, the I have conformed to societal gender expectations (cleaning up, taking notes,
arranging food) was the highest rated subcategory. It was referenced two times by two
participants.
Table 24
Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior: Infusing sex/gender role
confusion in workplace

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References
n
%

I have conformed to societal gender expectations
(cleaning up, taking notes, arranging food)

2

2

36.36

I have flirted at work

2

1

9.09

I have exhibited male-like qualities that aren’t part of
my natural personality
I have dressed sexy at work

1

1

9.09

0

0

0.00

I have squashed my natural feminine qualities

0

0

0.00

I have exhibited “girl-like” behaviors such as twirling
my hair or using baby talk
I have used prosodic speech or speech patterns
(“Valley girl,” uptalk, vocal fry)

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

Superintendent A shared how she conformed to gender expectations but did so
because she enjoyed the activities:
As far as gender normative kinds of behaviors, I would say that I have absolutely
fallen into normative behaviors of preparing the food, and setting up the room,
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and doing the dishes in the lounge when no one else would do them, things like
that. And, that has more to do with just my need for perfectionism than almost
anything else because I actually enjoy those kinds of things. I mean, as far as
preparing food and creating a lovely kind of atmosphere for people, those are
things that actually I get a lot of joy from. But I recognize that those are kind of
normative behaviors, that whether or not I’m perpetuating it as much as I’m doing
it because I actually really like it.
Similarly, Superintendent E stated how it was difficult for her to not conform because she
liked taking notes, “It was so hard because naturally, I want to take notes. I take my
notebook wherever I go because I like to sit and write.” Superintendent G reported
intentionally taking steps to exhibit male-like qualities to make a point:
Do you remember there was a TED Talk a long time ago about powerful body
language and I started to study that a little bit, that men take up space. Men put
their arm over a chair. They exude power by taking space. I have strategically
deployed those strategies, especially when I have conversations where I want to
be perceived as very powerful, I do drop my voice. I get very slow and serious
and I’ll be more emphatic. I notice that I do that with my board members when I
want to really help them understand that I’m serious. If I’m having a
conversation with someone in which I need them to understand that I am in the
powerful position and they are not, I will put my arm over my chair and
sometimes let my glasses drop and look at people. I really think about my body
language so that it conveys seriousness. I think that those are more male like, but
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I’ve never wanted them to be driven like I’m going to be male. It’s not that. It’s
just trying to really convey messages that you want to send.
Superintendent F reflected on how she unintentionally flirted at work to try and connect
with people: “I probably have flirted at work and not realize that I have just because I try
to connect with people.”
Table 25 is a comparison table established to triangulate the data from the survey
and interviews related to the self-sabotaging behavior category infusing sex/gender role
confusion. Within the infusing sex/gender role confusion category, the I have conformed
to societal gender expectations (cleaning up, taking notes, arranging food) subcategory
was identified by two participants in the interviews and one participant in the survey.
Table 25 presents the summary of the data.
Research Question 2: Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
The second research question asked, “What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors
have on the leadership careers of female superintendents?” Specifically, the survey
assessed whether the self-sabotaging behaviors had an impact on the leadership careers of
female superintendents while the interviews assessed the type of impact self-sabotaging
behaviors had on their career development efforts. The interviews also sought to
determine which self-sabotaging behaviors had the most impact on women attempting to
promote within their careers. The following is a presentation of the findings from the
surveys and interviews.
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Table 25
Infusing Sex/Gender Role Confusion Self-Sabotaging Behavior as Reported in Survey and
Interviews

Self-sabotaging behavior:
Infusing sex/gender role
confusion in workplace

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in surveys
References
n
%

Number of participants of
behaviors reported
in interviews
References n
%

I have conformed to societal
gender expectations (cleaning
up, taking notes, arranging
food)
I have exhibited male-like
qualities that aren’t part of my
natural personality
I have flirted at work

1

1

9.09

2

2

36.36

0

0

0.00

1

1

9.09

1

1

9.09

2

1

9.09

I have dressed sexy at work

1

1

9.09

0

0

0.00

I have squashed my natural
feminine qualities
I have exhibited “girl-like”
behaviors such as twirling my
hair or using baby talk
I have used prosodic speech or
speech patterns (“Valley girl,”
uptalk, vocal fry)
Total

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

0

0

0.00

3

2

18.18

5

4

36.36

Note. N represents the number of participants who experienced the self-sabotaging behavior and
% represents the percentage of participants.

Quantitative Data Analysis and Presentation
The survey results were analyzed to determine the mode for frequency for each
rating. To understand the overall impact, the following ratings were all categorized as
agree: strongly agree, agree, agree somewhat, and the following ratings were categorized
as disagree: disagree somewhat, disagree, strongly disagree agree. As highlighted in
Figure 2 (reproduced here for convenience), 26% of superintendents agreed that some of
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the self-sabotaging behaviors had an impact on their career development while 74%
disagreed that they had an impact.

Participants’ Belief that Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Had an
Impact on Their Career Development as Reported in
Survey

26%
Agree
74%
Disagree

Agree

Disagree

Figure 2. Participants’ belief that behaviors impact career development.

Qualitative Data Analysis and Presentation
Question 11 on the interview protocol reviewed the five behaviors identified by
female superintendents based on the survey results. Participants were asked to select the
top two behaviors they believed had the most impact on women attempting to promote
within their careers. As shown in Table 26, the top self-sabotaging behavior selected by
100% of the female superintendents was fear and worrying. The second top selfsabotaging behavior identified by 55% of the participants was thinking too small. Table
26 represents the data from the interviews.
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Table 26
Participants Top Self-Sabotaging Behaviors They Believe Have the Most Impact on Women
Promoting

Self-sabotaging behavior category

n

% of participants

Fear & worrying
Thinking too small

11
6

100
55

Dishonesty

2

18

Misunderstanding oneself

2

18

Not taking time for self-reflection

1

6

Note. N represents the number of participants who selected the self-sabotaging behavior.

The interview sought to understand the type of impact self-sabotaging behaviors
had on participants and women’s career developments. For each self-sabotaging
behavior, the participants were asked to share an example or a story of the type of impact
self-sabotaging behaviors had on their career development efforts. During the interview,
participants shared examples of how their upbringing, culture, and messages in society
contributed to their self-sabotaging thoughts. Superintendent F reported,
I’ve been resistant to describe or talk about my accomplishments for fear of
looking like too egotistical. I think that’s just your upbringing of being modest
about your accomplishments. I have a sister. She’s passed away, but was, was an
Olympian and then she had two Olympic medals so I think I always thought, well,
unless you’re that good, you don’t really brag about yourself, you know, unless
you’re like elite. Unless you are the lead that you’re really not that great.
There were 55% of participants who reported self-sabotaging behaviors caused delays in
career advancement, loss of job opportunities, and a negative impact on participants’
physical and mental health.
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Career advancement delays and loss of job opportunities. The superintendents
reported how self-sabotaging behaviors have delayed or prevented career advancement.
Superintendent B, who is African American, discussed how self-sabotaging behaviors
developed as a result of societal messages and described how they can prevent women
from moving ahead:
There are a lot of images out there that cause us to believe that we’re not enough.
Whether it’s subconscious, or whether it’s overt or covert we’ll have that going
on, and so therefore we don’t move ahead in the way. I think that with African
American women, particularly, we do that to ourselves. It’s not just ability and
talent. It’s how we are in our own skin sometimes. So we do ourselves a great
disservice.
Superintendent A described the impact women experiencing fear and worrying can have
on their career development. She reported,
Well, I think so much of what happens to the women I see who are not promoting
who want to, is that these things exist. I think some women are afraid to really
get real with themselves about what is it that could be happening that is getting in
the way of me rising in my career.
Superintendent B also shared how thinking too small causes one to talk oneself out of an
opportunity:
We do all of the choreography to try and make things perfect, and before you
know it, we have actually kind of out-thought ourselves out of the opportunity,
and the opportunity is gone. So to me, I think those are the things that we do to
ourselves.
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Superintendents supported the career advancement delay that self-sabotaging behaviors
can have on women. She shared an example when her misunderstanding oneself delayed
her opportunity to advance in her career. Superintendent C explained,
I think from misunderstanding oneself, I didn’t allow that criticism to push me in
a positive way. Again, if I had spoken up or if I had had the wherewithal to
question him more, I may not have taken as long to get to where I was at with that
comment.
Superintendent G shared how because she did not take a principal position offered to her
early in her career, that action resulted in her not being eligible to apply for another
position:
So I live in XXX and XXX had an opening and they said, “We will not hire
someone that has not been a high school principal.” And I always regretted, I had
an offer when I was in XXX to be a high school principal and I said no. It is my
one career regret because that translated into a closed door later.
Negative impact on physical and mental health. Self-sabotaging behaviors can
also have a negative impact on women’s wellbeing. The participants shared examples of
how they became emotional, stressed, and experienced a lack of sleep as a result of the
self-sabotaging behaviors. Superintendent E recounted after not getting a job in her
district she experienced “moping and self-pity.” Participant E elaborated further about
how fear and worrying can negatively impact one’s well-being, “Even if you get the job,
you’re not going to be successful, you’re going to be sick. And we know people who
have a certain job and they’re sick all the time because they worry too much. They
stress.” Superintendent K shared how self-sabotaging behaviors caused her to feel
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exhausted and caused her to not focus her energy on things that were important in her
personal and professional life: “My aha was that I used the same thing as keeping up with
the Jones’s. It was tiring, it was exhausting, and it was taking energy and focus away
from what really mattered, both personally and professionally.” Superintendent A shared
how self-sabotaging behaviors prevented her from sleeping:
When I have really big decisions to make or big challenges to tackle, ones that
will likely maybe make some people unhappy, those are times when I do feel
anxious because I do have a spot in me that I want people to feel positive about
the work that we’re doing. Or, do I wake up at night and lay awake for 2 hours
and mull things or were in my head endlessly.
Superintendent A elaborated by sharing how making perfection the standard caused an
internal discomfort:
So I guess where it would impact me was early on that level of perfectionism
and/or expectation for very high performance when I didn’t see it on the part of
people I was working with, there would be an internal frustration on my part,
which would then lead to a very high sense of urgency to fix it. So nothing that I
would say hijacked or sabotaged my relationships with people or my ability to
work with people, but it was more of my own internal discomfort with people not
being at a level that I expected them to be.
Superintendent F shared how the self-sabotaging not taking time for reflection
caused her to feel grumpier:
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I think that you’re just grumpier. And you’re not as grateful for the things that
you’re doing because you don’t have that time for self-reflection. To be grateful
for the things that you have. So I think I’m in a much better place.
Research Question 3: Strategies to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
The third research question asked, “What strategies did female superintendents
use throughout their leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors? The
interviews sought to identify the different strategies the participants used to counteract
self-sabotaging behaviors. The following is a presentation of the strategies identified in
order of the strategies utilized by most participants first followed by a presentation of the
self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome by each strategy.
Qualitative Data Analysis and Presentation
Table 27 displays the data for effective power domain strategies for all selfsabotaging behaviors. For each of the self-sabotaging categories, participants were asked
to identify strategies used to counteract any of self-sabotaging behaviors within that
category. All participants shared examples of the following power domain strategies:
building a power web, cultivating self-intimacy, constructive preparation, acting with
confidence, inspiring other women and honest self-expression. Building a power web
was referenced 99 times, making it power domain strategy that was referenced the most.
Cultivating self-intimacy was a close second with 89 references followed by constructive
preparation with 57 references, and then tied for fourth place were acting with
confidence and inspiring other women with 52 references. Table 28 provides a summary
of the strategies to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
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Table 27
Effective Power Domain Strategies for All Self-Sabotaging Behaviors

Power domain strategy

References

n

% of participants

Building a power web
Cultivating self-intimacy

99
89

11
11

100.00
100.00

Constructive preparation

57

11

100.00

Acting with confidence

52

11

100.00

Inspiring other women

52

11

100.00

Honest self-expression

43

11

100.00

Recognizing women’s unique destiny

30

9

81.82

Owning all of oneself

31

8

72.73

Embracing one’s sexuality

22

8

72.73

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy.

Building a power web. Table 29 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the power domain strategy building a power web. Building a power
web means building a support system. It was the number one strategy to counteract the
isolating self-sabotaging behavior category. The participants identified how building a
power web helped counteract all the self-sabotaging behaviors categories.
Specifically, Superintendent G described how developing a relationship with
other women helped to counteract the self-sabotaging dishonesty and gave her the
confidence she needed for honest self-expression:
There were probably 30 superintendents. And I would say at first, I was one of
five women. I noticed us sitting together a lot. I noticed that I didn’t want to sit
with what I perceived as the “good old boys.” They were a group of elderly
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Table 28
Strategies to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors

Power domain strategy

Self-sabotaging behavior

Recognizing
Building Cultivating
Acting
Inspiring
Honest
women’s
a power
selfConstructive
with
other
selfunique
web
intimacy
preparation confidence women expression
destiny
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Thinking too small

X

X

X

X

Holding back

X

X

X

X

X

Fear & worrying

X

X

X

X

X

Misunderstanding
oneself
Infusing sex/gender role
confusion
Isolating

X

X

X

X

X

Not taking time for
reflection
Dishonesty

X

Disempowering women

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Owning
all of
oneself

X
X

X

X

X
X

Embracing
one’s
sexuality

X
X
X

X

X
X

Table 29
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Building a Power Web

Power domain: Building a power web
Self-sabotaging behavior

Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%
30
13

9
6

81.82
54.55

Fear and worrying

9

4

36.36

Misunderstanding oneself

7

4

36.36

Thinking too small

5

3

27.27

Dishonesty

3

2

18.18

Not taking time for reflection

2

2

18.18

Disempowering other women

2

2

18.18

Infusing sex/gender role confusion

1

1

9.09

27

0

0.00

99

11

100.00

Isolating
Holding back

General
Total

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

White men. And they owned the world. They owned it in a really “good old
boy” sort of tone. I didn’t appreciate the tone and I could tell that they had no
interest in what I had to say or any of the other females. And they did a lot of
back slapping, that can be verbal, that slapping kind of, he didn’t talk about golf,
but they may as well have. You could tell they were all friends and that they
knew each other really well and there was a strong clique among them, and it had
a very male tone to it. Ultimately 2 years later a few of us got together and told a
few of the men about those behaviors and we told them, “no,” that we didn’t
appreciate that and that they needed to change.
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Superintendent B recalled first learning about how prevalent coaches were used by
superintendents and how her coach gave her a fresh perspective:
One of the things I noticed when I became interim superintendent was that I was
kind of connecting to people because I’m definitely one of those people if I go to
a conference I’m going to go, and I’m going to meet, and I’m going to network,
and try to figure out who’s doing what. When I was in HR, I was that way, and
when I was principal. When I became an interim, I had met a woman who was
originally in HR, and she became a superintendent. So I called her, and I was
like, “Oh, my God, I just got appointed interim.” And she says, “Okay, things
you need to do. You need to change your picture. Your profile picture doesn’t
look like a superintendent. Get a new headshot.” “Okay, why?” She’s like,
“Trust me just do it.” And she said, “Everyone has an executive coach, but if you
become superintendent get that built into your contract because having a coach
helps you because there’s no one who’s going to help you in that role because you
are it.” I got a coach through XXX who has been phenomenal. And so, he has
really helped me. When I call him, and I’m like, aah, he has definitely been like,
“Okay, let’s take a look at this” because he has that perspective. He’s been a
superintendent. He knows the lay of the land, and he gives me great advice even
if it’s just someone to listen to.
She also shared the benefit of having a group of women supporters:
You’ve got to have a tribe, and sometimes a tribe that’s outside of this job that
supports you. I call them my divas. These are women who I’ve known all my
life. These are women who I can call and they’re like, “Okay. XXX, six o’clock,
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everyone, let’s go.” We’re there to support each other. I have to have that.
Everyone has to have that. It makes a difference.
Superintendent H discussed how fear and worrying can be overcome by having a team
one can be vulnerable with to reflect about importance issues:
Yeah, and I think the other thing that helps with the fear of worrying is
surrounding yourself with likeminded people. And I think that sometimes, well
not sometimes, in this position you are, it’s very lonely at the top as they say. But
unless you are able to show your vulnerability to the people that you choose to
have around you as a cabinet, that’s what helps with this.
The superintendents reported how mentors can push them outside of their comfort zone.
Superintendent B shared how she usually holds back in large groups and how her
assistant superintendent pushed her to speak up:
So there was this event, and everyone was kind of standing in a large circle, and I
took a step back out of the circle. My colleague, who is my assistant
superintendent, said, “You’ve got to step forward and you’ve got to speak at this
event.” And I was like, “No, I really don’t have anything to say.” And she said,
“No, you do.” She said, “You’re going to have to step forward and say
something.” And I was like aah, and that was the first of her many times saying,
“Okay, nope, you got to step forward, you got to step forward.” And though I
hated it, it was good for me.
The participants also shared the benefits of having a male’s perceptive. Superintendent F
referenced an example of how her male mentor gave her insights into how to build her
confidence:
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It was XXX saying men don’t apologize. I think it’s having a coach and someone
recognizing that a man would not apologize for that. I think it’s being around
people who are self-confident and who are willing to give you feedback on how to
build that self-confidence.
Superintendent A shared how she intentionally sought out men to mentor her because the
vast majority of people in the leadership positions were men and it allowed them to see
her potential:
During the years that I was assistant principal and principal, my superintendents
were always men. I worked for three different superintendents during this time I
was an assistant principal and principal. And so those male superintendents were
people that I sought to have a very positive, collaborative working relationship
with, very intentional about always inviting them to my school, intentional about
volunteering for jobs or committees that the superintendent’s initiatives were
happening. And, to always be in very positive relationship with them. I think
that’s really important for women because when the vast majority of the people
doing the job are men, that male network is incredibly important, who you call
peers. All of the principals that I worked with, my closest peers were men. When
I was a brand-new principal, the principals I were seeking out were obviously
women on the natural, but I absolutely sought out relationships with the other
successful male principals in my school district because they are going to serve as
sponsors and mentors for you as time goes by.
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Having diverse mentors was a common theme among participants. Superintendent B
shared the importance of being open to having a diverse group of mentors and
communicating to others that she was open to being mentored:
Definitely being open because mentors come from many places, so I couldn’t
necessarily say I have to have an African American woman as my mentor. I was
like, okay, I have to have people who have been in this role, male, female, White,
Latina, Asian. I have to kind of reach out and be open, so I decided to do that.
That’s the first thing.
According to Superintendent D, the male mentors in her life helped advance her career
and gave her insights into the superintendency profession, “They’ve helped me
understand what the life of a superintendent is, as well as promoted me and
recommended me.” The participants referenced ways their mentors helped them prepare
for job interviews. Superintendent F shared her experience:
I think when you’re interviewing for a job, you would talk to people. I think it’s
having that sounding board, having another person to talk to before you go into an
interview. I always had mentors, both men and women that gave me sample
interview questions and I had both men and women who helped me practice
interviewing. And it was very, very helpful. And now even when you’re going
into a difficult situation, it is having that coach or mentor and I still have a coach
today.
Superintendent D also discussed being intentional about networking everywhere and
shared an example of how she networked at a conference:

159

I know a lot of people in the room because they’re all from California, but at the
same time, I also choose people I don’t know to talk to because their districts
obviously are very different than mine, and I always like to hear about what is it
that they do to also address some of those needs. Whether some of them are
principals or superintendents.
The superintendents spoke to the importance of having a strong support system at home.
Participant E shared the importance of having a supporting partner, “You need a partner
who can support you. I have an incredible husband. I’ll be honest and tell you, I haven’t
put gas in my car in decades.”
Cultivating self-intimacy. Table 30 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the power domain strategy cultivating self-intimacy. The not taking
time for reflection was the top identified self-sabotaging behavior that can be overcome
through cultivating self-intimacy. Cultivating self-intimacy was referenced a total of 89
times by 100% of the participants.
Superintendent A shared how she used reflection to separate facts from opinions
to counter fear and worrying:
I do think really intentionally working on my own self-awareness as a concept
and being very mindful of my thinking, and to recognize what thoughts are
through my head. And that our thoughts are not reality, they’re thoughts. And so
to really be able to step back in a level of self-awareness about what is swirling
through my head, what about that is true or not true, and then reframing it for
myself in a much more self-compassionate way, those are strategies, those are
things that I’ve been working on the last 5 years or so.
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Table 30
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Cultivating Self-Intimacy
Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Power domain: Cultivating self-intimacy
Self-sabotaging behavior
Not taking time for reflection
Holding back

36
10

10
5

90.91
45.45

Fear and worrying

7

5

45.45

Misunderstanding oneself

6

4

36.36

Thinking too small

4

3

27.27

General

26

0

0.00

Total

89

11

100.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

Engaging in mindfulness was a common practice for the participants to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors. Superintendent E shared how she takes time each week to practice
mindfulness in her office:
I think you have to find a way to, I call it slow downtime where sometimes I’ll
just sit, and I literally visualize myself being in the center of a tornado. And then
I’m just sitting calm, very calm and everything is spinning and I’m okay.
Superintendent J shared how recently she started doing daily journals about the things she
is grateful for:
The one thing I’ve done this year, and I just started it after the first of the year,
was taking a few minutes every day to write in my journal about five things I’m
grateful for. I kind of liked that actually. And I try to do it every day. I don’t
always get there every day, but I think that’s been pretty important for me and it’s
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a range of things like, “I run every morning, it wasn’t freezing cold on my run this
morning. I felt warm and ready.” Sometimes it’s small like that.
Superintendent E used her commute time from work as time to practice self-intimacy:
I use the commuting time. I am the crazy woman that’s driving next to you,
talking to herself, arguing, whatever. The commute is beautiful. Every morning
as I’m driving into work, I have awesome conversations in my head. Well, I’m
talking out loud. The people that I’m going to talk to the whole day. So I’m
practicing what I’m going to be saying the whole day. And then on my way
home, I’m saying all the things I can’t say to anybody. So when I get home, I’m
good.
Superintendent G also shared how she utilized her commute on the train to cultivate selfintimacy and how doing so helped her compartmentalized her personal and professional
life:
I take the train halfway to work and then I drive the other half. But this idea that I
have to be on a train at a certain time makes my schedule insanely predictable.
For me and for everyone here, people will say, “Oh my gosh, it’s five to five, you
have to go.” Otherwise, I miss the train. I do all of my e-mail work on the train,
so no one thinks I’m ever going to be available via e-mail except beginning in the
end of the day. And they know when I’m going to be looking at e-mail. And that
predictability I think helps me put work to bed. Like I do all of that on the train, I
close it up and when I’m home I am just home. I don’t think about work at all.
And I know very few superintendents who do that.
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Making time to disconnect and spending time away from the school community was also
echoed by Superintendent B:
We went away for Thanksgiving to Big Bear and I had no reception so that was
good. I was forced to disconnect, and that was great. And I think, not that I’m
going to always look for places where I don’t have reception, but it’s nice to be
able to just like why do I need to bring a laptop somewhere? I really don’t. It’s
been nice to kind of just get away since everything is always in XXX for me
because we live and work in the neighborhood, finding a way to just have some
breaks. I’ve decided it’s really not important for me to go to the grocery store in
XXX. I need to go into a different community and that is not a vacation, but it’s a
little bit of a break so that I can just shop without worrying who I’m seeing.
To truly be able to compartmentalize, the participants shared the importance of trusting
their team and empowering them to problem solve on their own. Superintendent G
shared how she trained her staff about what would warrant an emergency so they know
when to contact her:
A strategy for taking time for reflection is absolutely hiring, cultivating and
depending on the people you delegate to. I don’t need anybody to be calling me
when I’m in France to do something for the district. I have three, I have a deputy
superintendent and two other people and they’re every bit as good as decisionmakers as I am. And when I leave this place in their care, I do not think about it.
If they’re here, everybody’s good. I teach people when to call me so I’m not
interrupted. I used to, when I was a principal, I used to watch other principals.
Every time we had a principal meeting they’d have to run out of the room and go
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save their school. And I used to think it was disorganized and your schools aren’t
run well. That was my mental state and I never wanted to be like that. So I train
people what to do in all situations, and I train them when to call me. And the only
time that my secretary has called me when I’m on vacation was when somebody
really near and dear to me died.
Lastly, Superintendent I shared how she can cultivate self-intimacy through making time
to exercise:
I am just getting back in exercise. But my whole life, I mean part of my strategies
and all of these is I work out. I lift weights, I go to the gym. I used to be a
runner. So I haven’t been able to run in a year and a half, which has caused
weight gain, which I’m now back walking and riding a bike.
Constructive preparation. Table 31 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome through
constructive preparation. The participants specifically referenced the self-sabotaging
behaviors fear and worrying, misunderstanding oneself, and holding back could be
counteracted through constructive preparation. All participants referenced constructive
preparation 57 times during the interview and shared examples of ways they engaged in
it.
Superintendent A discussed the importance of embracing fear and anxiety and
adopting a growth mindset:
You have to embrace your novice brain and to really recognize yourself as being a
learner instead of letting the fear or the anxiety about what you don’t think you
can do takeover. So to recognize that you are clearly a leader who has now come
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to be in this position and looking back at your past success to realize you are a
successful leader. You’ve learned many, many things throughout the course of
your career and you’re going to learn this too, and not letting it really derail you
as far as fear and anxiety. You make that mistake or maybe you didn’t say that
quite right. And then can focus on it for a minute or two and then say, okay, oh
well, you’re just like the rest of the humans in this world, you’re not perfect, let’s
move this along and get yourself off of that.
Table 31
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Constructive Preparation

Power domain: Constructive preparation
Self-sabotaging behavior

Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Fear and worrying
Misunderstanding oneself

9
4

3
2

27.27
18.18

Holding back

1

1

9.09

General

43

Total

57

0.00
11

100.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

Superintendent C explained that she overcomes fear and worrying by recognizing
the imposter syndrome and focusing on the positive:
I’ve tried to find what’s going well, trying to switch it from what I would perceive
as maybe being a negative situation too, “Okay, let’s find what is working well,”
even in data that helps me to try to manage that, to show it from a quantitative
standpoint, celebrating what is working and not worrying so much about the small
things in terms of what isn’t working and making sure that the relationships are on
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the forefront as much as possible all the time, versus this idea of making mistakes
or getting rejected or feeling like an imposter, which I think . . . because you
probably have talked with lots of people. That imposter syndrome thing is real,
and it’s hard to get past that. But I think just recognizing that, too, is important
and trying to, again, stay really focused on what is working well.
Superintendent E identified a great way to equalize herself to others is by utilizing
people’s first name because she noticed in the American culture, the more comfortable
someone is in their position, the less likely they are to use titles:
So very early in my superintendency, I just call people by their first name. It’s
not that I’m being disrespectful, but I’m claiming my authority in the same way
that the majority culture claim for authority. That I find is very equalizing.
To overcome the self-sabotaging behavior holding back, Superintendent C shared how
she would observe others and try to model after them:
I would also watch the behaviors and speech of other women. But I like to watch
how people talk and try to model some of what I perceive as being positive
speech patterns when people share information to make myself better.
Acting with confidence. Table 32 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome through acting
with confidence. During the interviews, 100% of the participants referenced acting with
confidence 52 times. Thinking too small was referenced five times by participants as one
of the top self-sabotaging behaviors that could be overcome through acting with
confidence.
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Table 32
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Acting With Confidence

Power domain: Acting with Confidence
Self-sabotaging behavior

Number of participants of
Behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Thinking too small

5

3

27.27

Dishonesty

3

2

18.18

Holding back

2

2

18.18

Misunderstanding oneself

2

1

9.09

Not taking time for reflection

2

1

9.09

Fear and worrying

2

1

9.09

Dishonesty

3

2

18.18

11

100.00

General

33

Total

52

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

The participants also shared how mentors helped build their confidence.
Superintendent F shared examples:
When you talk about what strategies I use to counteract, really is having those
mentors that when I have that negative thought or when I’m doubting myself, it’s
having those women mentors to talk to that build your confidence.
Superintendent A reported how confidence comes with time and experience:
I think its experience and its success. So when you decide to get your sea legs
and you understand the job more. In the beginning, it is literally drinking from a
fire hose and you’re trying to learn and understand so many things that it causes
you to feel a little wobbly, that you don’t really know. Sometimes there’d be
things that they would be talking about, I have no idea what they were about. But
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the longer you’re in the job, the more you learn and the more confident you
become because you understand the job, you understand the nuances and the ins
and outs of the job, and so then you can then speak more confidently, particularly
in public, which most of this job is.
Participants also discussed ways they used self-talk and preparation to help build their
confidence. Superintendent B shared an example when she was asked to speak to a large
group of 700 people:
I had this small voice inside that said, “You’re the superintendent, you should
stand up and then welcome everyone. It doesn’t have to be long.” So I wrote my
notes because I realized that now if I can write just a few bullet points on a piece
of paper that at least I can recall that quickly and go with that. So I got up there
and I did it.
Superintendent E shared how sometimes building self-confidence requires taking risk and
trusting the process:
I’m like, “That’s what it feels to be superintendent.” But here’s the crazy thing.
You do it knowing that when you take that step, you are actually on that glass
bridge that you’re okay. It’s scary as hell. It looks terrible. But you have to have
confidence to know that when you take this step into the Grand Canyon,
something’s there, you can’t see it, but something’s there. And I’m like, I live
there all the time.
Another critical factor that built the superintendents’ confidence was engaging in
exercise. Superintendent B explained how she used to be insecure about her weight, so
she decided to lose weight to feel confident when she entered a room:
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One of the things that I probably had to change and work on was just my own
self-image for myself. I knew that if there’s something that I felt uncomfortable
about, or I felt ill at ease I had to solve that because I knew that was going to be
when anyone’s looking for vulnerabilities they’re going to definitely tap into the
things that you already know are your vulnerable spots. So physically speaking, I
knew that I was really self-conscious about my weight. So 3 years ago I decided I
have to do something about that because I need to be in a place where I feel
whatever I look like, I’m going to have to feel body strong because you’re going
to have to be able to walk into a room and know and command attention, and
know that you’re that one kind of lone ranger sometimes. So you have to be
really comfortable in your own skin. I knew that was something that I was going
to have to work on.
Superintendent F also referenced incorporating exercise and shared how setting personal
goals built her confidence because it was something within her control:
I think having those personal goals make me feel good about myself. So that
builds my confidence and also it helps me feel good. I think that’s been the
biggest thing, setting personal goals and building my self-confidence with things
that you can control.
Superintendent E stressed the importance of not taking others’ views of you too
personally. She described how she was able to overcome not getting a position she had
applied for:
The interview panel knew me, but I realized after one of the interviews when I
left, I still remember the assistant superintendent came out and he basically told
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me, I got the job for principal. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow so we can schedule
a follow-up meeting.” And I thought, “Okay.” And then the next day I got a call
from his secretary saying, “Thank you for applying, but you didn’t get the
position.” So I was like, “Oh.” Then I knew because I know how it works, right,
so I’m like, “Oh, the superintendent, they don’t want me.” And I recognized that
it’s people’s insecurities. It’s not me.
Struggling with deciding whether or not to go back to school with a 3-year-old,
Superintendent J recalled her husband encouraging her to get her doctorate because he
did not think their child would remember:
I got my doctorate when my daughter was just born, I started the program, so
knowing I was gone on a night a week in LA for 3 years, that was really, really
hard. And you feel like you’re failing everywhere basically. But it’s interesting
because we all have to make the choices that we do what we do. And my husband
at the time said, “I want you to go and get your doctorate. Just do it. They’ll
never remember that you were gone.” And he was right. I made them go to the
graduation. So my daughter was 3 and my son was 6. They don’t remember the
graduation.
Superintendent G reflected back on missed career opportunities and shared how she
would apply for the position even if she did not believe she had the experience they were
seeking:
But I think now I would just apply anyway. In the old days I would have said,
“Oh no, they’re looking for someone with high school experience.” Even if they
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had explicitly stated that, I would apply now. Throw your hat in the ring. Can’t
hurt.
Inspiring other women. Table 33 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome through
inspiring other women. Overall inspiring women was referenced 52 times by 100% of
the participants. Although most of the participants did not engage in disempowering
other women because many of them had observed it happening to others or themselves,
they were able to provide insights into how to counteract it.
Table 33
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Inspiring Other Women

Power domain: Inspiring other women
Self-sabotaging behavior

Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Disempowering other women
Isolating

31
5

11
3

100.00
27.27

Misunderstanding oneself

1

1

9.09

Fear and worrying

2

1

9.09

Dishonesty

2

1

9.09

11

100.00

General

11

Total

52

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

Superintendent A shared that one way to combat disempowering other women is
to stand up for other women when it is being observed:
I think we have to just be courageously confronting it when we see it. When it is
happening, we have to stop and recognize that it’s happening, and either step
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away and don’t engage in it, or we have to have the courage to say that isn’t okay.
It’s not okay what you’re doing right now. These behaviors don’t help anyone get
ahead. And I think that sometimes it’s very, very hard to be courageous in those
moments and women need to be hypervigilant to this. And, when they see other
women sabotaging other women that we have to be courageous enough and stand
up and confront it when we see it.
Superintendent B discussed the importance of building a support system for women who
experience disempowerment. As with other participants in the study, Superintendent B
was motivated to create a support system for women because she was a victim of
disempowerment and did not want it to happen to anyone else. She spoke about an
organization she started to help establish a support system for African American women:
A colleague and I came together and said, “What can we do to support women of
color, specifically, African American women so that we’re throwing each other
lifelines. . . . We’re trying to kind of get it off the ground, but it was for that very
reason because if we’re not throwing ourselves a lifeline we can’t possibly know
and there’s some knowledge that we’ve acquired that we need to be able to kind
of like, “Hey girl, let me tell you.”
Superintendent D also shared how she organized a women’s academy to empower
women to become superintendents:
One of the things I hope I’m good at is to be able to empower other women
to become superintendents. One of the things that I have done this year, for
7 months, is I run an ACSA Superintendents Academy.
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Superintendent F stated that because she was mentored by women female mentors, she
was inspired to mentor new female principals in her district:
I think having these women in my life who have been exceptional to me, I want to
be that to women. I try to be that way to my new principals. I have a lot of
women principals; it’s an elementary district.
Paying it forward was a constant thread among the participants. Superintendent H also
shared how because she had a supportive mentor, she now she mentors other women
wanting to promote in their careers:
I just sent off my resume and my letter of intent to an assistant superintendent
who is applying for a superintendency. I mentor two women once a week on my
way into work. I give them my writing. It’s like slap your name on it, move
some things around. I don’t care because I had that same mentoring, not just from
women, but from men.
The superintendents in San Diego County spoke about how they support each other to
increase the number of female superintendents. Superintendent G reported,
Women in San Diego are around 60%. We would say that we have really worked
on that together and supported each other. We are very collaborative, noncompetitive and apparently that’s very unique. Our team of women offer a
Women’s Leadership Institute. We just offered a nationwide AASA, it’s the
superintendent’s organization. And we invited 43 women from other states. We
even have a woman from Alaska coming to a women’s Institute to be
superintendents. So we’re trying, we are working hard at fostering women into
the job. I find that I talk a lot about how to get the job and how to think about it.
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The reason I said all of that is, it requires a lot of reflection. What worked for me,
what got in my way. I think I have been highly reflective in pursuit of helping
others.
The participants highlighted how vital it was to be intentional with recruiting women.
Superintendent F recalled being able to step outside of her comfort zone because she was
recruited by other women:
I had women that actually called me and asked me would you be on, would you
do this, or we think you would be good on this. I truly believe that this next
question you, we have to ask women, we can’t just put a flyer out, we’re going to
pick up the phone and say, will you come be on this committee with me or I’m
stepping down, will you take my place? I really think we have to do that.
Superintendent K discussed how she was able to overcome being competitive with other
women:
I made the decision that I wasn’t going to continue to be this competitive person.
I was going to recognize that I’m going to take things as they are and what
happens, happens. Not to say that I’m just going to sit back and wait for
somebody to offer me a position, but I wasn’t going to attack it in a competitive
method. And that was huge because then I was able to be comfortable with
myself, and also be comfortable and supportive of both men and women who
were making a concerted effort to advance their careers.
Honest self-expression. Table 34 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome through honest
self-expression. Overall, honest self-expression strategies were referenced 43 times

174

throughout all the interviews. Honest self-expression was used most to counteract the
self-sabotaging behavior holding back.
Table 34
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Honest Self-Expression

Power domain: Honest self-expression
Self-sabotaging behavior

Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Holding back
Thinking too small

10
6

4
4

36.36
36.36

Dishonesty

4

3

27.27

Misunderstanding oneself

1

1

9.09

General

22

Total

43

0.00
11

100.00

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

Superintendent K shared how she was deliberately able to respond to demands
from the board:
I’d say a strategy that I do is I take notes, and I listen, and I restate back what I
think it is that they’re looking for, and then I will say, “Will you allow me some
time to think about this and ponder this.” I do, but it also buys me some time. So
then when I circle back, so I meet with each of our board members every other
week, as I’m able to talk to them about next steps, and next steps being, Well, if
this is something that the board wants us to do, then we need to get that board
majority consensus or direction. So that’s how I do that with them asking me to
do things, because I also have to be very careful. I can’t say yes to all five, and as
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each one individually doesn’t possess the authority to tell me yes, it has to be the
collective board.
Superintendent F shared how she used to apologize frequently, even when she did not
mean it but stopped doing it when others pointed out that it was unprofessional, “I
realized that that doesn’t sound professional. Do you know what I mean? There are
times that you need to apologize, but you use it sparingly because people would point out
to me that I said it a lot.”
One of the ways Superintendent G was able to overcome holding back was to
immediately engage in conversations with others when she enters a room: “I think it’s
really important to start speaking right away. I want to be a part of the group. I make
sure that I start contributing rather quickly.”
Owning all of oneself. Table 35 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome through owning
all of oneself. Overall, eight (72.73%) of the participants discussed strategies related to
owning all of oneself. During the interview 54.55% of the participants referenced how
misunderstanding oneself could be overcome by owning all of oneself.
Participants reported how difficult it was for them to accept compliments.
Superintendent A recalled reminding herself of her mom telling her to just say “thank
you” when given a compliment and shares that it gets easier with practice:
I had someone compliment me for something that’s happening with me right now,
and I literally started laughing and I hear my mom’s voice, and I just said, “Thank
you so much, what a lovely compliment. Thank you so much.” So, it gets better.
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It gets better with time. It’s just taken a lot of practice to stop and accept the
compliment.
Table 35
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Owning all of Oneself

Power domain: Owning all of oneself
Self-sabotaging behavior

Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Misunderstanding oneself
Dishonesty

21
2

6
1

54.55
9.09

Thinking too small

2

2

18.18

General

8

Total

31

0.00
8

72.73

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

A repeated theme among the participants was not completely feeling comfortable
with talking about their accomplishments, but participants felt better about it when
attributing the success to the team. Superintendent D shared that when she attributes
success to her team rather to just herself, she makes them feel empowered:
There was a way that I decided to do it where it’s not so much touting me, it’s
about touting the team of people. It really does ultimately come down to that,
because no matter what event I happened to be a part of, I always say “we”
instead of “I.” That’s important because I think it empowers the people who are a
part of the event with me.
Superintendent F shared she learned from her male mentors that self-promotion was an
essential step to moving ahead and something that men did regularly:
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I had to learn as I moved up the ranks that was part of getting a promotion. I
learned it from mentors. I had quite a few people tell me, you have to be able to
take all the things that you’ve done and be able to communicate that in such a way
because that’s what men are doing, right. That’s what everybody’s doing, and
you can’t be afraid of that because that’s part of the process.
Superintendent F elaborated further on how she went about practicing selling herself:
I had to practice about what are some things I want to share, what are the things I
want to highlight that I’m able to do, that may, without it sounding like, look what
I’ve done, but more of selling it, like this is a skill that I have. And so, I want to
share in such a way that I can do this in other organizations or in other groups.
Recognizing women’s unique destiny. Table 36 represents a summary of the
data from interviews related to the self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome
through recognizing women’s unique destiny. There were nine (81.82%) participants
who referenced strategies for recognizing women’s unique destiny. Some of the
strategies were directly tied to specific self-sabotaging behaviors such as thinking too
small, misunderstanding oneself, and not taking time for reflection.
Some of the participants recognized their destiny as a result of working under
poor leadership. They realized if their bosses could obtain the position, they could as
well. Superintendent B shared how working under someone who wanted her to do
something that could potentially put her credential at risk was the driving force for her to
step forward and pursue the superintendency:
I still was like, no, I’m not going to do that because this is my credential that I’m
putting on the line. I’ve worked so hard to get here, and I don’t care I’m not
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going to throw it away. And so that was when I realized who am I working for,
and I can do a better job. Why have I been in the background for all this time?
So that’s when I was like, okay, it’s time for me to find a way to step into that
limelight, and get myself together to do that because why am I standing here
behind this person who is really an awful person for many reasons. I was told
early on to never hold a job so tightly that you feel that you can’t let go if
someone asks you to do something that’s against your morals and your values.
Table 36
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Recognizing Women’s Unique
Destiny

Power domain: Recognizing women’s unique destiny
Self-sabotaging behavior

Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Thinking too small
Not taking time for reflection

2
2

2
1

18.18
9.09

Misunderstanding oneself

2

1

9.09

9

81.82

General

24

Total

30

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

Superintendent J recalled coming to terms with not being able to balance it all and
giving up some control in her personal life by hiring a nanny:
I think professionally, I still strive to have perfection as much as possible. I
would say personally, I’ve done a lot of things to let go of the small stuff. I know
I like to work a lot of hours, so I had to hire out some things at home so that when
I got home, I could be with my kids and not dealing with the laundry. I had to
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give up a little bit of my control to allow other people to help me get the job done
at home. But that has worked pretty well.
In order to overcome thinking too small, the participants stressed the importance of
recognizing one’s greatness. Superintendent E articulated it by explaining that women
have to know they are good enough and continue to seek opportunities where they will be
challenged:
Really, again, I’m going to go back to this thinking too small. I think that’s
probably so critical. You have to know that you’re good enough first of all. In
whatever position we’re in, look for opportunities where you’re going to be
challenged and when there’s a door that opens, go for it. Just don’t wait. Try it,
but when you get that job then now you have to figure out, okay, now what, right?
Superintendent F discussed how breakthrough coaching helped her understand her
purpose in life, which allowed her to establish goals so she could ensure her calendar
aligned with her goals:
It’s about focusing on your why of why you’re doing the work and then using a
certain practice to free up your time to focus on the most important work that
needs to get done. And setting goals and assuring that your calendar is aligned to
those goals and that you have personal and professional goals that have to get
accomplished.
Embracing one’s sexuality. Table 37 represents a summary of the data from
interviews related to the self-sabotaging behaviors that can be overcome through
embracing one’s sexuality. There were eight participants who specifically referenced 22
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times how they were able to embrace their sexuality. Embrace their sexuality was the top
strategy used by participants used to counteract Infusing sex/gender role confusion.
Table 37
Self-Sabotaging Behaviors That Can Be Overcome Through Embracing One’s Sexuality
Number of participants of
behaviors reported in interviews
References
n
%

Power domain: Embracing one’s sexuality
Self-sabotaging behavior
Infusing sex/gender role confusion
Dishonesty

15
4

General

3

Total

22

8
1

72.73%
9.09%
0.00%

8

72.73%

Note. N represents the number of participants who referenced the power domain strategy to
overcome the self-sabotaging behavior and % represents the percentage of participants.

Superintendent B shared how important it was for her to dress the way she wanted
and not conform to societal expectations:
When I first got into this role, everyone’s like, “Oh, well, you have to wear a
suit.” Well, I hate suits so I’m not going to wear a suit. I’ll wear separates that
will look like a suit, but I’m not a suit person, right? I feel restricted. I want to
still be able to express myself. I’m not going to all of a sudden conform to the
conservative little box because that’s never been me.
Superintendent B reported about how she is very aware of the gender dissonance in the
workplace and stated she addresses it by sometimes letting things go or directly
addressing it by utilizing humor to disarm the men:
I don’t feel like I have to be manly, whatever that is, or exert myself in a male
kind of way, but I will tell you that I do pay attention to those who have fragile
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egos. It’s one thing when you are a woman with some men and how they feel a
little manly. They want to exert themselves in their man space and they feel
sometimes they want to mansplain things to you. I will say there are sometimes I
let them have it. Not that I am diminishing my voice, but sometimes I’m like,
“Look, you need to have this for whatever reason? This is important to you, but
okay.” Sometimes I will kind of get in a little dig like, “gee, I could have sworn
that’s what I just said.” Sometimes I will say things in humor, and then kind of
that causes people to kind of disarm a little.
The participants expressed the importance of being accepting of oneself. Superintendent
C shared the importance of using self-talk and reminding herself it is okay to be a
woman, and there is nothing wrong with being emotional because it will help strengthen
relationships with others:
I do think being strong enough and having that personality that we can say, “No,
it’s okay to be a woman in this role,” and there’s nothing wrong with being
emotional. I think all of those qualities can do positive things for the relationships
that you have in your district.
Superintendent D discussed the importance of eliminating fillers and speaking clearly and
concisely when speaking to large groups:
When I talk to people, I don’t want them to say, “Um” or, “You know.” All of
those things have to be cleaned up before you talk to large audiences of people.
I’m doing a state of the district address in front of hundreds of people soon, and
the one thing I have to be very careful about is how I convey the message about
what’s going on in our district. That communication, speech patterns, is very
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important. Because I know that when I do speak in public, I know that people
appreciate the fact that you’re speaking clearly, concisely, and to a large degree
they understand what you’re saying. You don’t have to wrap it up with so many
other additional words to be a part of that.
Exuding confidence was also shared by Superintendent E who stated that her mentor
taught her to be confident in her role and not let the judgement of others affect her how
she dressed, “She was trying to show me and remind me, who cares how you dress? You
own it, you own the title, you’re in charge.”
Key Findings
Based on the data collected and analyzed from the survey and interview
transcripts, key findings related to the self-sabotaging behaviors female superintendents
experienced throughout their leadership careers, the impact they had and strategies they
were able to do to overcome them were found. The quantitative data gave preliminary
insights into the types of self-sabotaging behaviors the participants experienced and the
impact. The findings from the qualitative data gave a more in-depth understanding of the
self-sabotaging behaviors participants experienced, the impact, and the different
strategies the participants used to counteract the self-sabotaging behaviors. Based on the
research, the following key findings were discovered.
Summary of Findings: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
1.

Childhood upbringing, culture and societal messages played a role in women
developing self-sabotaging behaviors.
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2.

The top self-sabotaging behavior referenced in interviews was thinking too small. It
was referenced 56 times by all 11 participants. In the survey, it ranked fourth place
and was identified by nine (82%) participants.

3.

Within the thinking too small category, I minimized my value subcategory was
referenced the most in interviews, 25 times, by nine (82%) participants. In the
survey, it was identified by six (55%) participants.

4.

The second most referenced self-sabotaging behavior in interviews was holding
back. It was referenced 53 times by all 11 participants. In the survey, it ranked fifth
place and was identified by nine (82%) participants.

5.

The third most referenced self-sabotaging behavior in interviews was fear and
worrying. It was referenced 48 times by all 11 participants. In the survey, it ranked
second place and identified by nine (82%) participants.

6.

The fourth most referenced self-sabotaging behavior in interviews was
misunderstanding oneself. It was referenced 33 times by all 11 participants. In the
survey, it was ranked first place and identified by 10 (91%) participants.

7.

The lowest ranked self-sabotaging behaviors in both the survey and interview were
infusing sex/gender role confusion and disempowering women.

Summary of Unexpected Findings: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
8.

There were 55% of participants who did not view the term dishonesty fitting for the
subcategories or view the subcategories as self-sabotaging behaviors. Rather, they
saw the subcategories as political strategies to advance in their careers.

9.

Participants were more likely to identify self-sabotaging behaviors in the interviews
than in the survey.
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Summary of Findings: Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
10. In the interview, all 11 participants provided examples they believe had an impact on
their career development efforts. In the survey, three (26%) participants agreed that
self-sabotaging behaviors had an impact on their career development.
11. There were 55% of participants who reported self-sabotaging behaviors caused
delays in career advancement, loss of job opportunities, and a negative impact on
participants’ physical and mental health.
12. The top self-sabotaging behavior participants believed had the most impact on
women promoting within their careers was fear and worrying. It was selected by all
11 participants.
13. The second most identified self-sabotaging behavior participants believed had the
most impact on women promoting within their careers was thinking too small. It was
selected by six (55%) participants.
Summary of Unexpected Findings: Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
14. Participants were more likely to agree that self-sabotaging behaviors had an impact
on their career development efforts in the interviews than in the survey.
15. Most of the impact identified by participants was related to physical and mental
health rather than career advancement.
Summary of Findings: Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
16. The top strategy referenced in interviews was building a power web. It was
referenced 99 times by all 11 participants.
17. The second most referenced strategy in interviews was cultivating self-intimacy. It
was referenced 89 times by all 11 participants.
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18. The third most referenced strategy in interviews was constructive preparation. It
was referenced 57 times by all 11 participants.
19. The following strategies were also referenced by all participants: acting with
confidence, inspiring other women, and honest self-expression.
Summary of Unexpected Findings: Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging
Behaviors
20. All the strategies were effective in overcoming two or more self-sabotaging
behaviors
21. Building a power web was an effective strategy to overcome all self-sabotaging
behaviors.
22. Acting with confidence was an effective strategy to overcome eight (77%) of the selfsabotaging behaviors.
23. Honest self-expression was the most cited strategy to overcome holding back, which
differs from the framework that referenced dishonesty.
24. Acting with confidence was the most cited strategy to overcome thinking too small,
which differs from the framework that referenced holding back.
Summary
The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by 11 female superintendents and to
explore the impact these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary
purpose of this study was to identify strategies employed by female superintendents to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. Data collection included the use of an electronic
survey and interviews. This chapter provided a summary presentation of the data that
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related to the self-sabotaging behaviors, the impact they had, and the strategies the female
superintendents used to overcome them. Twenty-four key findings and unexpected
findings were identified. Chapter V provides an overview of the major findings,
conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This explanatory sequential mixed-methods study identified and described the
self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by 11 female superintendents throughout their
career development and explored the impact these behaviors had on their career
development. Also, the study identified strategies the 11 female superintendents used to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. Chapter V provides an overview of the study, the
purpose, research questions, key and unexpected conclusions, implications for action,
recommendations for future research, and concluding reflections.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to identify and
describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore
the impact these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this
study was to identify strategies employed by female superintendents to overcome selfsabotaging behaviors.
Research Questions
The following research questions were used to guide this research:
1. What self-sabotaging behaviors have female superintendents experienced throughout
their leadership careers?
2. What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on the leadership careers of female
superintendents?
3. What strategies did female superintendents use throughout their leadership careers to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
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Methodology
This explanatory sequential mixed-methods design included collecting
quantitative data through a survey instrument completed by 11 female superintendents
located in Los Angeles, Orange, and San Diego Counties. The second phase of the
sequential explanatory sequential mixed-methods study included semistructured one-onone interviews with the 11 female superintendents to gain rich information about the selfsabotaging behaviors that have impacted their career development and the strategies they
used to counteract them. The interviews were conducted in person and via Zoom from
January 2020 through February 2020. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed.
The transcript was coded using the qualitative analysis software program NVivo.
Population
In California, there are approximately 944 public school superintendents. From
the 944 public school superintendents, the population for this study included
approximately 255 female school superintendents (AASA, TSSA, 2015). A list of
Superintendents was generated from Orange, Los Angeles, and San Diego Counties.
Sample
Purposeful sampling and convenience sampling were used to identify the sample
for the study. Purposeful sampling process was used to select superintendents who were
female and had at least 2 years of experience. There were 58 female superintendents
identified. The second process involved asking a panel of experts to nominate study
participants who could fit the criteria established for the study. A panel of expert retired
female superintendents was selected to make nominations from the list. The panel
selected superintendents using the following criteria: (a) exhibited strong verbal
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communication skills and (b) were recognized for their support to mentor female
superintendents or mentor those who aspired to be superintendents. Each expert panel
member nominated female superintendents. The female superintendents who were
nominated represented the potential pool of candidates. From this pool of candidates, the
researcher utilized convenience sampling and identified candidates closest in proximity to
the researcher to be invited to take part in the study. The sample size included 11 female
superintendents.
Summary of Major Findings Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Major Findings: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Research Question 1 asked What self-sabotaging behaviors have female
superintendents experienced throughout their leadership careers?
In this explanatory sequential mixed-methods study, participants shared examples
of self-sabotaging behaviors they experienced throughout their career development,
which answered Research Question 1. The major findings are drawn directly from the
participants’ responses.
1. Childhood upbringing, culture, and societal messages played a role in participants
developing self-sabotaging behaviors.
2. Participants were more likely to self-sabotage by thinking too small, holding back,
fear and worrying, and misunderstanding oneself.
Unexpected Findings: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
3. Self-sabotaging behaviors can be implicit, and reflection helps women to become
more self-aware.
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4. Participants viewed the following subcategories in the dishonesty category as political
strategies to advance in their careers rather than self-sabotaging behaviors: I said
“yes” to things when I actually wanted to say “no,” I took sides when I really wanted
to stay neutral, I remained silent in a situation when it would have been best to speak
up, and I have been nice as a way to avoid confrontation.
Major Findings: Impact of Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Research Question 2 asked What impact did self-sabotaging behaviors have on
the leadership careers of female superintendents?
In this explanatory sequential mixed-methods study, participants shared examples
of how self-sabotaging impacted their career development, which answered Research
Question 2. The major findings are drawn directly from the participants’ responses.
5. Self-sabotaging behaviors caused delays in participants’ career advancement, resulted
in the loss of job opportunities, and adversely impacted their physical and mental
health.
6. The top self-sabotaging behaviors participants believed had the most impact on
women promoting within their careers were fear and worrying and thinking too small.
Major Findings: Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
Research Question 3 asked What strategies did female superintendents use
throughout their leadership careers to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors?
In this explanatory sequential mixed-methods study, participants shared strategies
they used to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors, which answered Research Question 3.
The major findings are drawn directly from the participants’ responses.

191

7.

Building a power web, cultivating self-intimacy, constructive preparation, acting
with confidence, engaging in honest self-expression, and inspire other women were
identified by all participants as effective strategies for counteracting self-sabotaging
behaviors.

8.

Building a power web was an effective strategy to overcome all self-sabotaging
behaviors: thinking too small, holding back, fear and worrying, misunderstanding
oneself, isolating, not taking time for reflection, dishonesty, infusing sex/gender role
confusion in the workplace, and disempowering other women.

9.

Acting with confidence was an effective strategy to overcome thinking too small,
holding back, fear and worrying, misunderstanding oneself, isolating, not taking
time for reflection, and dishonesty.

Major Unexpected Findings: Strategies Used to Overcome Self-Sabotaging
Behaviors
10. Honest self-expression was the most cited strategy to overcome holding back.
11. Acting with confidence was the most cited strategy to overcome thinking too small.
Conclusions
Based on the findings of this study and supported by literature, conclusions were
formed concerning self-sabotaging behaviors, their impact, and strategies to overcome
them.
Conclusion 1: Women Engage in Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Throughout Their
Leadership Careers
Thinking too small, holding back, fear and worrying, and misunderstanding
oneself were self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by all participants. Researchers have
found that self-imposed internal barriers impact women’s ability to advance in their
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careers (Griggs, 2014; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018; Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles,
2003). The top self-sabotaging behavior referenced in interviews was thinking too small.
It was referenced 56 times by all 11 participants. Within the thinking too small category,
I minimized my value and I often made perfection the standard in my life subcategories
were referenced the most. Growing up in a patriarchal society, women internalize the
expected society sex-role stereotypes, which cause them to think too small about their
potential (Lerner, 2012; Munoz et al., 2014; Ryder & Briles, 2003). The second most
referenced self-sabotaging behavior in interviews was holding back. It was referenced 53
times by all participants. Within the holding back category, I felt insecure toward
balancing work and family obligations and I preferred not to speak up in a meeting or
group discussion were the top subcategories. Women hold back because of made-up
justifications, unconscious reasoning, and rationalizations (Briles, 2006; Dickerson &
Taylor, 2000; Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). The third most referenced self-sabotaging
behavior in interviews was fear and worry. It was referenced 48 times by all 11
participants. In the survey, it ranked second place and was identified by nine (82%)
participants. Within the fear and worrying category, I felt like an imposter on the job and
I mulled over my mistakes were the top subcategories. Women are more susceptible to
the imposter syndrome because of the number of messages of inadequacy they have
internalized through the years (Bahn, 2014). The fourth most referenced self-sabotaging
behavior in interviews was misunderstanding oneself. It was referenced 33 times by all
11 participants. In the survey, it was ranked first place and identified by 10 (91%)
participants. Within the misunderstanding oneself category, I have been resistant to
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describe or talk about my accomplishments to others for fear of trumpeting ego and I
could not accept compliments or praise were the top referenced subcategories.
Conclusion 2: Childhood Upbringing, Culture, and Societal Messages Play a Role in
Women Developing Self-Sabotaging Behaviors
The study participants attributed their upbringing, societal messages, and culture
as the reason why they developed self-sabotaging behaviors. Lerner (2012) found that
women struggle with the critical messages they received from parents and cultural
superstitions. Participants noted instances in their childhood when their parents would
point out their mistakes, which later caused them to fear and worry about making
mistakes. Participants also shared examples of how the messages they received from
their parents growing up and their culture encouraged them to be humble and not talk
about their accomplishments. Seeing the importance placed on being humble,
participants felt uncomfortable with accepting compliments and talking about their
accomplishments. The literature supports this finding. Helgesen and Goldsmith (2018)
found that gender expectations from an early age when girls were rewarded for being
humble and obedient have contributed to the pressure that girls feel. As a result, women
often seek approval by striving to get everything right and avoiding mistakes. Budworth
and Mann (2010) found that women tend to downplay their accomplishments in the
presence of others to avoid being judged as unfeminine. The participants also noted that
societal messages about women not being good enough caused them to think too small.
Conclusion 3: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Adversely Affect Women’s Career
Advancement Efforts
The participants shared examples of how self-sabotaging behaviors adversely
affected their career advancement efforts. The participants discussed how thinking too
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small and fear and worrying can get in the way of women moving ahead and how
oftentimes women talk themselves out of job opportunities. Self-esteem is an essential
factor in determining leadership aspirations (Mason et al., 2016). A lack of self-esteem
can prevent women from taking risks (Ryder & Briles, 2003). Participants shared how
holding back caused delays in their career advancement. There were times when the
participants passed on opportunities that would have helped them get further ahead faster.
Multiple participants discussed how by minimizing their value, they did not apply for
positions they properly would have gotten if they applied. According to McGee (2010), a
lack of confidence was viewed as the fourth highest barrier of career advancement by
women who saw themselves as less qualified than men for a leadership position.
Conclusion 4: Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Adversely Affect Women’s Physical and
Mental Health
The participants also discussed how self-sabotaging behaviors had a negative
impact on their well-being. Specifically, participants noted how self-sabotaging
behaviors caused them to become ill, emotional, stressed, and not able to sleep. Connell
et al. (2015) found that women who reported gender bias experienced significant
emotional distress ranging from sleep deprivation to depression. This may be because
when women experience gender bias, they start engaging in self-sabotaging behaviors,
which in turn adversely affect their well-being. Participants shared how not taking time
off or vacations caused them to get sick. Participant A shared getting shingles was her
wakeup call that she needed to take time for herself. Women who allowed work to
invade their home life caused them stress, which increases the likelihood of burnout
(Brue & Brue, 2016). Most participants noted expectations from their job that the job of
the superintendency was 24/7. Other participants discussed how constant fear and
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worrying made it difficult for them to sleep. They also stated that their striving for
perfection caused them to feel tired and stressed.
Conclusion 5: Women Engage in Self-Sabotaging Behaviors Implicitly
The study found that many of the participants were engaging in self-sabotaging
behaviors implicitly. Implicit self-sabotaging behaviors are activated involuntarily and
without an individual’s awareness or intentional control (Orem, 2018). They affected
participants actions and decisions unconsciously (Orem, 2018). Participants noted
multiple times not being aware that the behaviors they were engaged in were selfsabotaging until they could not advance in their career, became physically or mentally ill,
or someone made them aware of it. Participants shared examples of instances when
holding back and not extending their network caused them to lose out on countless job
opportunities. Through self-reflection over the lost job opportunities, participants were
able to recognize that they needed to start taking risks and network. Many of the
participants acknowledged it was either a coach or mentor who helped them realize they
were self-sabotaging. Participants stated how they had been engaging in self-sabotaging
behaviors from an early age but did not know it until they started getting ill or depressed.
For many becoming sick was their wake-up call that what they were engaging in was not
good for their well-being, and they needed to change. For some of the participants, their
realization that they were still engaging in some of the self-sabotaging behaviors came as
they were taking part in the interviews. Researchers found reflection to be an effective
strategy to become more self-aware (Bazanos, 2014; Briles, 2006; Helgesen &
Goldsmith, 2018).
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Conclusion 6: Women Have Developed Key Strategies to Counteract SelfSabotaging Behaviors
As supported by research, the participants utilized a wide arrange of different
strategies to counteract the top self-sabotaging behaviors (Lerner, 2012; Ryder & Briles,
2003). To overcome thinking too small, participants noted that the following strategies
could be employed: building a power web, cultivate self-intimacy, acting with confidence,
honest self-expression, recognizing women’s unique destiny, and owning oneself. There
were several factors that helped participants recognize their unique destiny. Participants
noted how working under poor leadership led them to realize they could do a better job of
leading. One of the ways participants shared they were able to balance their personal and
professional lives was by leaning on others to help. The participants decided to accept
they were good enough, then established goals and ensured the activities they were
involved in allowed them to achieve their goals. To own all of oneself, the participants
learned to say “thank you” when given a compliment. To help make sharing their
accomplishments easier and empower their team, they attributed their success to the
team. Once participants learned that self-promotion was part of the process of advancing
in their careers, they noted that practice helped them feel more comfortable with
engaging in self-promotion.
To counteract the self-sabotaging behavior holding back, participants can build a
power web, cultivate self-intimacy, act with confidence, and engage in constructive
preparation and honest self-expression. The strategies employed by participants to
overcome fear and worrying included building a power web, cultivating self-intimacy,
constructive preparation, acting with confidence, and inspiring other women. Lastly, to
overcome misunderstanding oneself, the participants utilized eight of the nine strategies
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that included building a power web, cultivating self-intimacy, constructive preparation,
acting with confidence, recognizing one’s unique destiny, owning all of oneself and
engaging in constructive preparation, and honest self-expression.
Conclusion 7: Women Have Developed Strategies to Promote Within Their Career
All participants employed the following strategies to promote within their career:
building a power web, cultivating self-intimacy, constructive preparation, acting with
confidence, engaging in honest self-expression, and inspiring other women. Participants
shared examples of how building a power web provided them with new perspectives,
empowered them and introduced them to new opportunities. VanTuyle and Watkins
(2009) found that a power web can consist of role models such as (a) parents,
(b) teachers, (c) college professors, (d) administrators, (e) other superintendents, and
(f) political figures. To cultivate self-intimacy, separate facts from opinions to counter
fear and worrying. Introspection can allow women to identify what is underneath the
surface of their emotions (Brown, 2018; Lerner, 2012). Participants also engaged in
mindfulness, and daily gratitude journals were a common practice for the participants to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. The participants frequently utilized the commuting
time to engage in self-reflection. Participants admitted that even though the job of the
superintendency requires long workdays, most made time to take vacations. To do so,
they had to train and trust their team to problem solve while they were away. In order to
achieve work-life balance, women need to set clear boundaries (Lerner, 2012).
Participants engaged in constructive preparation by adopting a growth mindset,
recognizing the signs of imposter syndrome, and focusing on the positive. Dweck (2007)
found that when people saw mistakes as an opportunity to grow and learn, they were
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more likely to stay motivated. Calling people by their first name helped to counteract
feelings of imposter syndrome. To constructively prepare, participants also took time to
observe and model after effective leaders. Women used a multitude of different
strategies to act with confidence. All participants shared examples of how mentors or
coaches helped boost their confidence by giving them the encouragement they needed.
Researchers have found similar findings that having a mentor can help women build their
confidence (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Garn & Brown,
2008; MacArthur, 2010; Polka et al., 2008; Wickham, 2007). Participants also noted that
their confidence developed with time and experience. To build their confidence,
participants used positive self-talk, preparation, and exercise. To engage in honest selfexpression, participants discussed speaking slowly and deliberately and immediately
speaking after entering a room.
The participants in the study found it important to inspire other women. They
shared examples of standing up for other women when they observed bullying. Many of
the participants mentored women in the district seeking to promote or other women
whom they met through networking events. Support came in the form of preparing for
job interviews, resume and cover letter preparation, and informing women of job
opportunities. Some of the participants regularly served on either the board or women’s
academy to empower women to either go into leadership roles or become
superintendents. Inspiring other women can cause their mentee’s self-esteem to go up,
reduce the feeling of isolation, and assist the women with being able to take time to selfreflect (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Dickerson & Taylor, 2000; Kawaguchi, 2014;
MacArthur, 2010; Morillo 2017). An unexpected finding was that more than half of the
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participants viewed the following self-sabotaging subcategories as political strategies to
help women get ahead: I said “yes” to things when I actually wanted to say “no,” I took
sides when I really wanted to stay neutral, I remained silent in a situation when it would
have been best to speak up, and I have been nice as a way to avoid confrontation.
Winston’s (2019) study found that female superintendents were more likely to identify
with the strategist political style to advance their cause.
Conclusion 8: Building a Power Web is an Essential Solution for all Self-Sabotaging
Behaviors
All the participants noted that having a coach or mentor was vital in the role of the
superintendency. Eagly and Carli (2003) found that social capital is more impactful in
obtaining leadership promotion than skillful performance. The participants noted having
mentors early in their career who contributed greatly to them obtaining the
superintendency. Participants shared how their mentors gave them the confidence they
needed to step outside of their comfort zone and gave them insights into the skills needed
to be an effective leader. Bova and Phillips’s (1984) study found that mentors helped
mentees with risk-taking, communication, survival in the organization, skills in the
profession, and setting high standards without settling. The participants noted how
valuable it was to have a male’s perceptive that allowed them to understand what they
needed to do to get ahead and compete with men. Participants noted how the male
perceptive enabled them to see their fullest potential. To obtain mentors and sponsors,
women need to market their strengths and skills (Helgesen & Goldsmith, 2018). The
participants stressed the importance of letting others know that they were open to being
mentors and the importance of actively seeking out mentors. Participants sought out
various networking opportunities such as conferences, workshops, academy, and joining
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the administrative association to meet new people. Lastly, the participants also noted the
importance of having a strong support system at home to help take care of the children
and home duties.
Implications for Action
Based on the results of the study and a thorough review of the literature, the
following implications for action are recommended.
1.

The research findings must be shared with mentors, coaches, and sponsors to help
them identify the self-sabotaging behaviors women experience so they can help
aspiring leaders overcome them.

2.

Professional organizations such as Association of California School Administrators,
California Association of African-American Superintendents and Administrators,
California Association of Latino School Administrators, and American Association
of School Administrators must host workshops and breakout sessions at conferences
to help women assess their self-sabotaging behaviors and teach them strategies to
overcome them.

3.

Research findings must be shared with male and female educational leaders so they
can help women become aware of these self-sabotaging behaviors and help them
overcome them. Doing so will also encourage more men to mentor, coach, and
sponsor aspiring female leaders.

4.

The researcher must present the research findings at state and national conferences.

5.

Universities must include the findings in their administrative and teacher preparation
programs so women can become aware of self-sabotaging behaviors early and
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acquire the skills necessary to overcome them. Students should be required to
establish self-care plans as well as join state professional organizations to network.
6.

Search firm consultants must be made aware of the causes of self-sabotaging
behaviors and the impact they have to prevent gender bias and discrimination.
Search firm consultants can also use this research to help women become aware of
their self-sabotaging behaviors and help them overcome them.

7.

Board members must be made aware of the causes of self-sabotaging behaviors and
the impact they can have so they can help prevent gender bias and discrimination.

8.

The research findings must be presented in a book and magazine and journal articles.

9.

Parents must be made aware of the causes of self-sabotaging behaviors that can take
root in childhood for girls and consider the impact they can have so they can prevent
it from an early age.

10. Schools must include education to help enhance the self-esteem of girls in
elementary, middle, and high school.
11. School districts, administrative preparation programs, and state and national
professional organizations must establish formal mentoring programs to support
women aspiring for leadership positions.
12. School districts must encourage women leaders to engage in self-care by ensuring
they take vacations and incorporate mindfulness practices daily, and the districts
should cover the cost of gym memberships so women can exercise.
13. Females seeking to promote in their careers must seek the support of mentors,
coaches, sponsors, and build a strong home support system to take care of family
demands.
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Recommendations for Further Research
The following recommendations were made for further research based on the
findings and conclusions of the study.
1. The study must be replicated with female superintendents in other states. Considering
that California is so large, it would be interesting to see whether the findings will be
different in smaller states.
2. The thematic dissertation team conducted studies with a variety of women in
leadership roles, such as female judges, government officials, and law enforcement. It
is recommended that the study be replicated with female leaders in other career
sectors.
3. A meta-analysis study of the thematic dissertations must be conducted to determine
the self-sabotaging behaviors and the strategies used to counteract them across
populations.
4. Participants indicated that with time and experience, they felt more confident in their
role as a superintendent and experienced fewer self-sabotaging behaviors. A study
must be conducted with female superintendents who have been superintendents for at
least 10 years and in two or more districts to determine what strategies they used to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
5. A replication study that focuses specifically on female superintendents of color must
be conducted. The number of female superintendents of color is even smaller, and the
study indicated there were unique experiences shared by the participants.
6. A replication study that focuses specifically on female teachers, school counselors, site
administrators, district administrators, and administrators in higher education striving
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for promotions in educational leadership would help broaden the understanding of
self-sabotaging behaviors and their impact.
7. An explanatory sequential mixed-method study was conducted to understand the selfsabotaging behaviors experienced by superintendents and the impact they had on their
career development efforts. A qualitative case study approach could give a more indepth explanation of the experiences of female superintendents.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
I enrolled in my doctoral program as a district lead counselor because I wanted to
learn how to be an effective leader. I aspired to obtain an administrative position so I
could develop systems and supports to ensure all students were successful. Prior to
starting my research study, I was unaware of the self-sabotaging behaviors I had
experienced. Once I learned about self-sabotaging behaviors, I started taking intentional
steps to try to counteract them. Within 3 months of starting my research, I applied and
was offered two positions. The position I accepted was a promotion within my district as
the coordinator of counseling and student support. Learning the strategies to counteract
self-sabotaging behaviors gave me the courage and confidence needed to network and
step outside of my comfort zone. Along the way, I built an amazing power web,
recognized my unique destiny, shared my accomplishments, and learned the importance
of self-care. The stories shared by the female superintendents in my research study were
validating, inspiring, and empowering. These courageous women were willing to be
vulnerable by sharing their stories to help other women. I was so inspired by the
participants’ stories that I now actively seek opportunities to mentor and coach aspiring
female leaders. I am committed to working tirelessly to educate women about the key
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findings of this study to help close the gap of women in educational leadership, including
the superintendency.
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APPENDIX B
Invitation to Participate in a Research Study Expert Panel

STUDY: Female Superintendents’ Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and Their Journey to
Reclaiming Their Power

Dear Potential Expert Panelist:
This letter is to invite you to participate in a mixed-methods research study as a
professional expert. My name is Rebecca Pianta, and I am a doctoral candidate in the
Organizational Leadership Doctoral program at Brandman University. I am currently
conducting research under the supervision of Dr. Marilou Ryder on the lived experiences
of K-12 public school female superintendents to identify the self-sabotaging behaviors
they have experienced throughout their career development and to identify strategies they
employed to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
What is the purpose of this research study?
The purpose of this explanatory mixed-method study is to identify and describe selfsabotaging behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore the impact
these behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this study is to
identify strategies employed by female superintendents to overcome self-sabotaging
behaviors.
What will your involvement in this study mean?
As a professional expert, your involvement will encompass nominating study participants
who could fit the criteria established for the study. As an expert, you will be using the
following criteria to select the female superintendents: (a) exhibited strong verbal
communication skills and (b) were recognized for their support to mentor female
superintendents or those that aspired to be superintendents. You will nominate five
female superintendents. The female superintendents who will be nominated will
represent the potential pool of candidates. From this pool of candidates, the researcher
will utilize convenience sampling and select 11 candidates closest in proximity to the
researcher.
If you have any questions regarding this mixed-methods research study, please do not
hesitate to contact me at xxx-xxx-xxxx or email at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx. You can also
contact my dissertation chairperson Dr. Marilou Ryder at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx.
Thank you very much for your interest and assistance in this phenomenological study.
Sincerely,
Rebecca Pianta
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APPENDIX C
Introduction Letter to Study Participants
Date
Dear (Name),
My name is Rebecca Pianta and I am conducting research into female leadership in
conjunction with my Doctoral studies at Brandman University. The purpose of this
study is to identify and describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female
superintendents in California and to explore the impact these behaviors have on their
career development. A secondary purpose of this study is to identify strategies employed
by female superintendents to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors. You have been
identified as a female Superintendent in California and as someone who is ideal for this
study.
This study will explore how self-sabotaging behaviors affect the professional lives of
female superintendents. The data collected from surveying and interviewing female
superintendents are intended to increase the field of understanding on the impact of selfsabotage on the careers of women in educational leadership. Findings gathered from the
research is anticipated to be used to describe self-sabotaging behaviors and identify
strategies used by female superintendents to resolve patterns of self-sabotage.
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary and your identity as a participant will
remain confidential during and after the study. As a participant in this study, your
contributions may assist other female administrators as they strive for the
superintendency.
The study consists of an electronic survey that will take approximately 10-15 minutes to
complete and a follow-up interview that will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes. You
may choose not to participate. If you decide to participate, you can withdraw at any time.
Thank you in advance for your acceptance of my request. Your involvement is critical to
the success of this study.
If you have any questions, you may contact me at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or by email at
xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx
Sincerely,
Rebecca Pianta
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
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APPENDIX D
Electronic Informed Consent Form
INFORMATION ABOUT: Female Superintendents’ Self-Sabotaging Behaviors and
Their Journey to Reclaiming Their Power
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Rebecca Pianta, Doctoral Candidate
THE FOLLOWING WILL BE INCLUDED IN THE ELECTRONIC SURVEY:
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Rebecca Pianta, a doctoral candidate from the School of Education at
Brandman University. The purpose of this mixed-method explanatory study is to identify
and describe self-sabotaging behaviors experienced by female school superintendents and
to explore the impact these behaviors have on their career development. A secondary
purpose of this study is to identify strategies employed by female superintendents to
overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
This study will fill the gap in the research regarding self-sabotaging behaviors
experienced by female superintendents throughout their career development and identify
strategies they used to resolve patterns of self-sabotage. As a product of this mixmethods study, it is the hope that this research will increase the leadership capacity of
females by increasing their awareness so they can recognize self-sabotaging behaviors
and utilize strategies to overcome them.
The study consists of an electronic survey that will take approximately 10-15 minutes to
complete and a follow-up interview conducted either face-to-face or via an online video
conferencing system called Zoom. The interview will take approximately 60 to 90
minutes. Completion of the electronic survey and interview will take place January 2020
through February 2020.
Each participant will use an alphabet, assigned by the researcher, rather than using
identifiable information. The researcher will keep the identifying alphabet safe-guarded
in a password protected digital device to which the researcher will have sole access. The
results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only
By agreeing to participate in this study, you acknowledge the following statement:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand
that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying
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b)

c)

d)

e)

f)

codes and research materials in a password protected digital device that is
available only to the researcher.
I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be
available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio
recordings will be used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the
accuracy of the information collected during the interview. All information will
be identifier-redacted, and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon
completion of the study all recordings will be destroyed. All other data and
consents will be securely stored for three years after completion of data collection
and confidentially shredded or fully deleted.
The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the
research regarding developing the leadership capacity in females. The findings
will be available to me at the conclusion of the study and will provide new
insights about the coaching experience in which I participated. I understand that I
will not be compensated for my participation.
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to
contact Rebecca Pianta at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx or by phone at xxx-xxx-xxxx; or
Marilou Ryder at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx.
My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not
participate in the study, and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to
answer particular questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I
may refuse to participate or may withdraw from this study at any time without any
negative consequences. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at any time.
No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent
and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law.
If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed,
and my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any questions, comments,
or concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or call
the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.

ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below.
Clicking on the “Agree” button indicates that you have read this informed consent form
and the information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to participate. If you
don’t wish to participate, you may decline by clicking the ‘Disagree” button. Please
select your choice below.
 AGREE: I acknowledge receipt of the complete Informed Consent packet and
“Bill of Rights.” I have read the materials and give my consent to participate in
the study.
 DISAGREE: I do not wish to participate in this study
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APPENDIX E
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment, or
who is requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:
1. To be told what the study is attempting to discover.
2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures, drugs or
devices are different from what would be used in standard practice.
3. To be told about the risks, side effects or discomforts of the things that may happen to
him/her.
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the
benefits might be.
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse than
being in the study.
6. To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to be
involved and during the course of the study.
7. To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.
8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any adverse
effects.
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.
10. To be free of pressures when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to be in the
study.
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the
researchers to answer them. You also may contact the Brandman University Institutional
Review Board, which is concerned with the protection of volunteers in research projects.
The Brandman University Institutional Review Board may be contacted either by
telephoning the Office of Academic Affairs at (949) 341-9937 or by writing to the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA, 92618.
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APPENDIX F
Qualitative Interview Script and Instrument
Participant:
Date:
Organization: Brandman University
INTERVIEWER SAYS:
My name is Rebecca Pianta and I am a doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the
area of Organizational Leadership. I would like to thank you for participating in the
Women and Self-Sabotaging Behavior survey and volunteering to be interviewed to
expand the depth of response.
I will be conducting interviews with a number of female superintendents such as yourself
to hopefully provide a clear picture of self-sabotaging behaviors that can impact women’s
career planning. In addition, I would like to explore any strategies you have used to
overcome any identified self-sabotaging behaviors experienced throughout your career.
The questions I will be asking are the same for each female superintendent participating
in the study. The reason for this is to guarantee, as much as possible, that my interviews
with all participating female superintendents will be conducted in the same manner.
INFORMED CONSENT (required for Dissertation Research)
Please let me remind you that your participation is completely voluntary and will greatly
strengthen the study. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or would like to end the
interview or not respond to a question, please let me know. Your information will be kept
confidential and your name will be changed to protect your identity. After I record and
transcribe the data, I will send it to you via electronic mail so that you can check to make
sure I have accurately captured your thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via email?
Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
I have provided a copy of the questions and list of self-sabotaging behaviors for the nine
categories of sabotaging behaviors defined in my research that I will ask for your
reference; however, I may have follow-up questions if clarity is needed. The duration of
this interview will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Do you have any questions
about the interview process?
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL QUESTIONS
1. Can you tell me a little about yourself and your career journey that brought you to the
role you currently serve in today?
2. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of THINKING TOO SMALL
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
3. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of FEAR AND WORRYING
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
4. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of MISUNDERSTANDING ONESELF
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
5. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of DISHONESTY
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
6. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of HOLDING BACK
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
7. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of NOT TAKING TIME FOR REFLECTION\
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a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
8. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of ISOLATING
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
9. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
10. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of INFUSING SEX/GENDER CONFUSION IN THE
WORKPLACE
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any of these selfsabotaging behaviors in this category?
11. The top five sabotaging behaviors that the survey respondents identified as
exhibiting throughout their careers were (1) (2) (3), and (4). Of these five behaviors
which two do you feel have the most impact on females attempting to promote within
their careers?
12. Can you speak to your perception of how critical it is for women to overcome these
behaviors as they relate to career development and promotions?
13. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding women and self-sabotaging
behaviors?
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APPENDIX G
Quantitative Survey Instrument
INTRODUCTION
“We have the power inside to be great,” says women’s advocate Helene Lerner, “but
oftentimes it’s covered by false beliefs about ourselves.” Lerner’s book, In Her Power:
Reclaiming Your Authentic Self (2012) maintains that women need to embrace their
inherent power. “The world needs more women leaders,” Lerner says. “That means we
[women] need to step out in ways we haven’t been.” To achieve true power, Lerner says
women must first recognize and overcome its barriers. She describes nine common selfsabotaging categories that hold women back. A framework was adapted from Lerner’s
thesis coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles from The SexX Factor: Breaking the
Unwritten Codes that Sabotage Personal and Professional Lives (2003) to group female
self-sabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research on women’s personal power
and self-sabotaging behavior. This study is focused on the following nine domains of
Women’s Personal Power and nine corresponding categories of Sabotaging
Behavior.
1. Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny: THINKING TOO SMALL
2. Constructive Preparation: FEAR AND WORRYING
3. Owning all of Oneself: MISUNDERSTANDING ONESELF
4. Honest Self-Expression: DISHONESTY
5. Acting with Confidence: HOLDING BACK
6. Cultivating Self-Intimacy: LACK OF SELF REFLECTION
7. Building a Power Web: ISOLATING
8. Inspiring Other Women: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
9. Embracing One’s Sexuality: INFUSING SEX ROLE CONFUSION IN THE
WORKPLACE
It’s best not to ‘overthink’ the statements and respond with your first perceptual thought.
It is anticipated you can complete this survey in 10-15 minutes. After you complete and
submit the survey the researcher will contact you to schedule an interview to explore your
thoughts on these behaviors and how they may have an impact on your ability to move
forward in your career.
Directions: The following survey represents 9 categories of self-sabotaging behaviors.
For each category there is a list of behaviors associated with each category. Using the
six-point scale for each behavior, please indicate how you have personally exhibited each
behavior throughout your adult life as you progressed along in your career.
1= Strongly Agree
2= Agree
3= Slightly Agree
4= Slightly Disagree
5= Disagree
6= Strongly Disagree
© 2019 Marilou Ryder All Rights Reserved
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1. POWER DOMAIN: Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny (Capacity to have a significant
impact; living up to one’s potential)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: THINKING TOO SMALL
Strongly
Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Strongly
Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree
I blamed others for why
things aren’t going well
I minimized my value
(“I’m just a…”)
I did not have the
courage to step out of my
comfort zone
I was not open to new
experiences
I often made perfection
the standard in my life

2. POWER DOMAIN: Constructive Preparation (Embraces, understands and accepts fear)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: FEAR AND WORRYING
Strongly
Disagree Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I became anxious
when thinking about
a change in my
career
I felt out of control
in an unfamiliar
situation
I resisted change
I feared looking
stupid
I felt like an
imposter on the job
I mulled over my
mistakes
I feared being
rejected

© 2019 Marilou Ryder All Rights Reserved
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3. POWER DOMAIN: Owning all of Oneself (Owns and appreciates accomplishments and
limitations)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: MISUNDERSTANDING ONESELF
Strongly Disagree Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I could not accept
compliments or praise
I have been reluctant to
seek out feedback that
would help me improve
I have focused on a
person criticizing me
I have been resistant to
describe or talk about
my accomplishments to
others for fear of
trumpeting ego
I did not accept parts of
myself that needed
development

4. POWER DOMAIN: Honest Self Expression (Accepting strengths and weaknesses)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISHONESTY
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I said “yes” to things
when I actually
wanted to say “no”
I took sides when I
really wanted to stay
neutral
I remained silent in a
situation when it
would have been best
to speak up
I have been nice as a
way to avoid
confrontation

© 2019 Marilou Ryder All Rights Reserved

249

5. POWER DOMAIN: Acting with Confidence: Approaching obstacles with confidence; having
the courage to step forward
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: HOLDING BACK
Strongly Disagree Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I did not reach out for
help when I needed it
I have avoided criticism
I made inflections rather
than make bold
statements
I have apologized
unnecessarily
I have talked down to
myself
I preferred to sit in the
back of the room at
conferences or meetings
I preferred not to speak
up in a meeting or group
discussion
I have held back when I
had the answer, question
or thought because I was
concerned about what
other people think or the
impression, they will
have of me
I felt insecure toward
balancing work and
family obligations

© 2019 Marilou Ryder All Rights Reserved
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6. POWER DOMAIN: Cultivating Self Intimacy (Getting to know oneself more deeply)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: NOT TAKING TIME FOR REFLECTION
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I have kept busy to
avoid being alone
I have not allowed
myself to mourn
losses or cry
I have not taken
vacations when I
could
I have not allowed
myself to
experience “down
time”
I have hated to “be
wrong”
I have held a
grudge with
someone

7. POWER DOMAIN: Building a Power Web (Building a network of personal and professional
advisors for support)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: ISOLATING
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I have been afraid to
reach out to people I
didn’t already know
I was unaware of the
types of support
needed to move
ahead in my career
I felt guilty for taking
up too much of
people’s time
I have relied
exclusively on
female mentors
I relied only on
networking upstream

© 2019 Marilou Ryder All Rights Reserved
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8. POWER DOMAIN: Inspiring Other Women (Ability to inspire and empower other females)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I have felt too busy
to help other women
I thought, why I
should help other
women since I did it
the hard way
I have felt jealous of
other women who
have “made it”
I have talked behind
a woman’s back
I have held women
to a higher standard
at work than men

9. POWER DOMAIN: Embracing One’s Sexuality (Awareness of gender roles and sex role
stereotypes)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: INFUSING SEX/GENDER ROLE CONFUSION IN
WORKPLACE
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I have dressed sexy at
work
I have squashed my
natural feminine
qualities
I have exhibited malelike qualities that
aren’t part of my
natural personality
I have exhibited “girllike” behaviors such
as twirling my hair or
using baby talk
I have flirted at work
I have conformed to
societal gender
expectations (cleaning
up, taking notes,
arranging food)

© 2019 Marilou Ryder All Rights Reserved
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10: Impact on Self-Sabotaging Behaviors on Women’s Career
Strongly Disagree Disagree
Agree
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
I believe some of the
behaviors listed in this
survey have had an
impact on my career
development (lack of
promotions, moving
ahead in career in a
timely manner, lack of
access to top positions
etc.).

© 2019 Marilou Ryder All Rights Reserved
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Agree

Strongly
Agree
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What self-sabotaging behaviors
have female, senior-level county
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careers?
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X
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Question 4

What strategies did
female
superintendents use
throughout their
leadership careers
to overcome selfsabotaging
behaviors?

Introduction Question

What impact did
self-sabotaging
behaviors have on
the leadership
careers of female
superintendents?

Question 3

What selfsabotaging
behaviors have
female
superintendents
experienced
throughout their
leadership careers?

Question 2

Research Question

Question 1

Qualitative Instrument Aligment Table

APPENDIX J
Survey Field-Test Tool
WOMEN’S POWER AND SELF-SABOTAGING BEHAVIOR
Included in the Electronic Survey: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Rebecca Pianta, a doctoral student at Brandman University. The purpose
of this explanatory mixed-method study was to identify and describe self-sabotaging
behaviors experienced by female superintendents and to explore the impact these
behaviors had on their career development. A secondary purpose of this study was to
identify strategies employed to overcome self-sabotaging behaviors.
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You are welcome to choose not to
participate. If you do decide you participate, you may withdraw at any time.
The survey will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. Your responses will be
confidential. Survey questions will pertain to your perceptions of identified selfsabotaging behaviors you may have experienced throughout your career and the impact
they may have had on your career development.
Please review the following information:
I understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my separate
consent and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowable by law.
If the study design of the use of data is to be changed, I will be so informed and my
consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated with participating in this
research. I understand that the researcher will protect my confidentially by keeping the
identity codes and research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the
principal researcher. I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from the
study at any time. I understand that if I have any questions, comments or concerns about
the study or informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University at 16355 Laguna Canyon Rd.
Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
If you have any questions about completing this survey or any aspects of this research,
please contact Rebecca Pianta at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx or by phone at (xxx) xxx-xxxx; or
Dr. Marilou Ryder, Advisor at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx.
ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below.
Clicking on the “agree” button indicates that you have read this informed consent form
and the information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to participate. If you
don’t wish to participate, you may decline by clicking the ‘disagree” button.
Agree: I acknowledge receipt of the complete Informed Consent packet and “Bill of
Rights.” I have read the materials and give my consent to participate in the study.
Disagree: I do not wish to participate in this electronic survey
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INTRODUCTION
We have the power inside to be great,” says women’s advocate Helene Lerner, “but
oftentimes it’s covered by false beliefs about ourselves.” Lerner’s book, In Her Power:
Reclaiming Your Authentic Self (2012) maintains that women need to embrace their
inherent power. “The world needs more women leaders,” Lerner says. “That means we
[women] need to step out in ways we haven’t been.” To achieve true power, Lerner says
women must first recognize and overcome its barriers. She describes nine common selfsabotaging categories that hold women back. A framework was adapted from Lerner’s
thesis coupled with the work of Ryder and Briles from The SexX Factor: Breaking the
Unwritten Codes that Sabotage Personal and Professional Lives (2003) to group female
self-sabotaging behaviors within nine overarching domains.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research on women’s personal power
and self-sabotaging behavior. This study is focused on the following nine domains of
Women’s Personal Power and nine corresponding categories of Sabotaging
Behavior.
1. Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny: THINKING TOO SMALL
2. Constructive Preparation: FEAR AND WORRYING
3. Owning all of Oneself: MISUNDERSTANDING ONESELF
4. Honest Self-Expression: DISHONESTY
5. Acting with Confidence: HOLDING BACK
6. Cultivating Self-Intimacy: LACK OF SELF REFLECTION
7. Building a Power Web: ISOLATING
8. Inspiring Other Women: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
9. Embracing One’s Sexuality: INFUSING SEX ROLE CONFUSION IN THE
WORKPLACE
It’s best not to ‘overthink’ the statements and respond with your first perceptual thought.
It is anticipated you can complete this survey in 10-15 minutes. After you complete and
submit the survey the researcher will contact you to schedule an interview to explore your
thoughts on these behaviors and how they may have an impact on women’s ability to
move forward in her career.
Directions: The following survey represents 9 categories of self-sabotaging behaviors.
For each category there is a list of behaviors associated with each category. Using the
six-point scale for each behavior, please indicate how you have personally exhibited each
behavior throughout your adult life as you progressed along in your career.
1= Strongly Agree
2= Agree
3= Slightly Agree
4= Slightly Disagree
5= Disagree
6= Strongly Disagree
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1. POWER DOMAIN: Recognizing Women’s Unique Destiny (Capacity to have a significant
impact; living up to one’s potential)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: THINKING TOO SMALL
Strongly
Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Strongly
Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree
I blamed others for why
things aren’t going well
I minimized my value
(“I’m just a…”)
I did not have the
courage to step out of my
comfort zone
I was not open to new
experiences
I often made perfection
the standard in my life

2. POWER DOMAIN: Constructive Preparation (Embraces, understands and accepts fear)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: FEAR AND WORRYING
Strongly
Disagree Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I became anxious
when thinking about
a change in my
career
I felt out of control
in an unfamiliar
situation
I resisted change
I feared looking
stupid
I felt like an
imposter on the job
I mulled over my
mistakes
I feared being
rejected
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3. POWER DOMAIN: Owning all of Oneself (Owns and appreciates accomplishments and
limitations)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: MISUNDERSTANDING ONESELF
Strongly Disagree Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I could not accept
compliments or praise
I have been reluctant to
seek out feedback that
would help me improve
I have focused on a
person criticizing me
I have been resistant to
describe or talk about
my accomplishments to
others for fear of
trumpeting ego
I did not accept parts of
myself that needed
development

4. POWER DOMAIN: Honest Self Expression (Accepting strengths and weaknesses)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISHONESTY
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I said “yes” to things
when I actually
wanted to say “no”
I took sides when I
really wanted to stay
neutral
I remained silent in a
situation when it
would have been best
to speak up
I have been nice as a
way to avoid
confrontation

259

5. POWER DOMAIN: Acting with Confidence: Approaching obstacles with confidence; having
the courage to step forward
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: HOLDING BACK
Strongly Disagree Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I did not reach out for
help when I needed it
I have avoided criticism
I made inflections rather
than make bold
statements
I have apologized
unnecessarily
I have talked down to
myself
I preferred to sit in the
back of the room at
conferences or meetings
I preferred not to speak
up in a meeting or group
discussion
I have held back when I
had the answer, question
or thought because I was
concerned about what
other people think or the
impression they will
have of me
I felt insecure toward
balancing work and
family obligations
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6. POWER DOMAIN: Cultivating Self Intimacy (Getting to know oneself more deeply)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: NOT TAKING TIME FOR REFLECTION
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I have kept busy to
avoid being alone
I have not allowed
myself to mourn
losses or cry
I have not taken
vacations when I
could
I have not allowed
myself to
experience “down
time”
I have hated to “be
wrong”
I have held a
grudge with
someone

7. POWER DOMAIN: Building a Power Web (Building a network of personal and professional
advisors for support)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: ISOLATING
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I have been afraid to
reach out to people I
didn’t already know
I was unaware of the
types of support
needed to move
ahead in my career
I felt guilty for taking
up too much of
people’s time
I have relied
exclusively on
female mentors
I relied only on
networking upstream
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8. POWER DOMAIN: Inspiring Other Women (Ability to inspire and empower other females)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Somewhat
Agree
I have felt too busy
to help other women
I thought, why I
should help other
women since I did it
the hard way
I have felt jealous of
other women who
have “made it”
I have talked behind
a woman’s back
I have held women
to a higher standard
at work than men

9. POWER DOMAIN: Embracing One’s Sexuality (Awareness of gender roles and sex role
stereotypes)
SABOTAGING CATEGORY: INFUSING SEX/GENDER ROLE CONFUSION IN
WORKPLACE
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
Agree
I have dressed sexy at
work
I have squashed my
natural feminine
qualities
I have exhibited
male-like qualities
that aren’t part of my
natural personality
I have exhibited “girllike” behaviors such
as twirling my hair or
using baby talk
I have flirted at work
I have used prosodic
speech or speech
patterns (“Valley
girl,” uptalk, vocal
fry)
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10: Impact on Self-Sabotaging Behaviors on Women’s Career
Strongly Disagree Disagree
Agree
Disagree
Somewhat Somewhat
I believe some of the
behaviors listed in this
survey have had an
impact on my career
development (lack of
promotions, moving
ahead in career in a
timely manner, lack of
access to top positions
etc.).
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Agree

Strongly
Agree

APPENDIX K
Field-Test Survey Feedback Questions
As a doctoral student at Brandman University, I appreciate your feedback as it helps me
to the most effective survey instrument as possible. Your participation is crucial to this
effort.
Please respond to the following questions after completing the survey. Your answers will
assist me in refining the survey items. This will allow me to make edits to improve the
survey prior to administering to potential study participants.
A hard copy version of the survey has been provided to refresh your memory of the
instrument, if needed. Thank you very much for your assistance. Your participation is
greatly appreciated!
1. How many minutes did it take you to complete the survey, from the moment you
opened it on the computer until the time you completed it?
2. Did the portion up front that asked you to read the consent information and click the
agree box before the survey opened concern you at all?

3.

The first paragraph of the introduction included the purpose of the research
study. Did this provide enough clarity as to the purpose of the study?

4. Was the Introduction sufficiently clear (and not too long) to inform you what the
research was about? If not, what would you recommend that would make it better?

5. Were the directions to Part 1 clear, and did you understand what to do? If not, would
you briefly state the problem.

6. Were the brief descriptions of the 6 choices prior to your completing the 10 items
clear, and did they provide sufficient differences among them for you to make a
selection? If not, briefly describe the problem

7. As you progressed through the 10 items in which you gave a rating of 1 through 6, if
there were any items that caused you say something like, “What does this mean?”
Which item(s) were they? Please use the paper copy and mark those that troubled
you? Or if not, please check here:
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APPENDIX L
Interview Field-Test Tool
Participant:
Date: 07/24/19
Organization: Brandman University
INTERVIEWER SAYS:
My name is Rebecca Pianta and I am a doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the
area of Organizational Leadership. I would like to thank you for participating in the
Women and Self-Sabotaging Behavior survey and volunteering to be interviewed to
expand the depth of response.
I will be conducting interviews with a number of female superintendents such as yourself
to hopefully provide a clear picture of self-sabotaging behaviors that can impact women’s
career planning. In addition, I would like to explore any strategies you have used to
overcome any identified self-sabotaging behaviors experienced throughout your
career. The questions I will be asking are the same for each female superintendent
participating in the study. The reason for this is to guarantee, as much as possible, that
my interviews with all participating female superintendents will be conducted in the same
manner.
INFORMED CONSENT (required for Dissertation Research)
Please let me remind you that your participation is completely voluntary and will greatly
strengthen the study. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or would like to end the
interview or not respond to a question, please let me know. Your information will be kept
confidential and your name will be changed to protect your identity. After I record and
transcribe the data, I will send it to you via electronic mail so that you can check to make
sure I have accurately captured your thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via
email? Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
I have provided a copy of the questions and list of self-sabotaging behaviors for the nine
categories of sabotaging behaviors defined in my research that I will ask for your
reference; however, I may have follow-up questions if clarity is needed. The duration of
this interview will take approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Do you have any questions
about the interview process?
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL QUESTIONS
1. Can you tell me a little about yourself and your career journey that brought you to the
role you currently serve in today?
2. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of THINKING TOO SMALL
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
3. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of FEAR AND WORRYING
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
4. As you think back on your career please reflect on your behavior related to the
sabotaging behavior category of MISUNDERSTANDING ONESELF
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
5. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of DISHONESTY
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
6. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of HOLDING BACK
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
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7. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of NOT TAKING TIME FOR REFLECTION\
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
8. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of ISOLATING
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
9. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of DISEMPOWERING OTHER WOMEN
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any self-sabotaging
behaviors in this category?
10. As you think back on your career please reflect on women’s behaviors related to the
sabotaging behavior category of INFUSING SEX/GENDER CONFUSION IN THE
WORKPLACE
a) Can you provide an example or a story of a behavior in this category that you
perceive had an impact on your career development efforts to promote to a
higher position?
b) Can you describe some strategies used to counteract any of these selfsabotaging behaviors in this category?
11. The top five sabotaging behaviors that the survey respondents identified as
exhibiting throughout their careers were (1) (2) (3), and (4). Of these five behaviors
which two do you feel have the most impact on females attempting to promote within
their careers?
12. Can you speak to your perception of how critical it is for women to overcome these
behaviors as they relate to career development and promotions?
13. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding women and self-sabotaging
behaviors?
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APPENDIX M
Field-Test Interviewee Feedback Questions

1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities to
describe your experiences with self-sabotaging behaviors, the impact, and strategies
used to overcome the barriers?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were uncertain
what was being asked?
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that were
confusing?
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview?
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APPENDIX N
Interview Observer Feedback Reflection Questions
1. How long did the interview take?
2. Were the questions clear or were there places when the interviewee was unclear?
3. Where there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or
confusing?
4. How did you feel during the interview?
5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could
have done to be better prepared?
a. For the observer: how did you perceive the interviewer regarding the
preceding descriptors?
6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
7. Are there parts of the interview that seemed to be awkward and why do you think
that was the case?
8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would it be and how would
you change it?
9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX O
National Institutes of Health Office of Extramural Research
Certificate on Protecting Humans
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APPENDIX P
IRB Application Approval Notice
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